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This essay consists of three examples of artwork and looks at the political social and historical aspects of each piece and how that ties in with the commemorative aspect of the work. The three pieces of work I have chosen to look at are Picassos Guernica, Picassos weeping Woman and finally the Berlin Wall looking more specifically at one painting on the East side gallery, “My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love” by Dmitri Vrubel.

Example 1: Picasso Guernica 

Firstly, this essay will discuss Picassos Guernica (see figure 1). Guernica was painted in 1937 by Pablo Picasso as a reaction to what happened on April 26th, 1937 in the town of Guernica during the Spanish civil war. Standing at 11.5ft tall and 25.6ft wide, this mural sized oil on canvas painting portrays the pain and suffering and of the town and people of Guernica and defiantly commemorates the extent of damage to the city and the people (Pablo Picasso.org, n.d.). Guernica is in the province of Biscay in Basque country. It was considered as the northern bastion of the republican resistance movement making it a huge target during the Spanish civil war. The republican forces, which consisted of a few different factions such as anarchist’s communists and socialists all of which had varying approaches to the government, were trying to be overthrown by the fascists/ nationalists, led by General Francisco Franco (Pablo Picasso.org, n.d.).

On the 26th of April 1937, Hitler’s German air force army bombed Guernica in support of Franco. They bombed the town for three hours dropping over 100,000 pounds of explosives and incendiary bombs upon the village, this event led to 70% of the village to be demolished and one third of the population of Guernica to be killed or injured (Robinson, n.d.). Picasso found out about the attack on May 1st and immediately dropped his commissioned piece for the Spanish Pavilion at the 1937 Paris World’s Fair and started working on the mural for his home country. It took less than a month for him to complete this massive painting. Picasso used greys, black and white to create this piece, the lack of colour in the painting increases the emotion that the painting is trying to portray (Pablo Picasso.org). Women are the main characters of the painting, one woman holding her deceased child, a woman holding an oil lamp, a woman trying to escape and a woman with her arms in the air. The painting also has a lifeless soldier on the floor and three animals. These represent a multitude of issues, a chicken said to represent the suffering that the animals would’ve went through as it was market day also a seemingly uninjured and calm bull and a distressed horse. Both the bull and the horse are figures Picasso used throughout his career and there has been some debate as to what these two images mean (see figure 1). Some people argue that they represent the war, the horse representing the republican fighters and the bull representing the fascists army, some have said the horse is another representation of Spanish people and friend of Picasso, Juan Larrea said the bull also represents Spanish people but it has also been said it could represent Picasso himself. However, Picasso himself has said it down to the viewer what these images represent to them (Robinson, n.d.).

“It isn’t up to the painter to define the symbols. Otherwise it would be better if he wrote them out in so many words. The public who look at the picture must interpret the symbols as they understand them.” (Robinson, n.d.)
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Figure 1: Picasso “Guernica” 1937, oil on canvas 349.3cm x 776.6cm. Originally painted in Paris currently located at the Museo Reina Sofia, Spain. (Picasso, 1937)


Example 2: Picasso Weeping Woman 

The second example is another piece by Picasso, Weeping Woman (see figure 2). Picasso painted several different pieces inspired by the bombing of Guernica. The last in the series was also titled Weeping Woman. He had created several pieces of work in this series based on this woman who made an appearance in the original painting, Guernica as the woman on the left holding her deceased child. The painting was made in 1937 sometime after Guernica, it is 60cm x 49cm and is oil paints on canvas (tate.org, n.d.).

He based the whole series of weeping woman on one woman he met in 1936, Dora Marr and carried on basing many pieces of work on her throughout their relationship which lasted until 1944. They had met in Paris and soon after she became his mistress and his muse, she widened Picassos knowledge of politics making him more aware of current events (LLB, 2008). This portrait is one of Picassos most famous and is the most elaborate version of all the “weeping women” portraits he did during that time. The portrait shows the weeping woman holding a handkerchief to her face. To create this piece Picasso used his famous analytical cubist style. He painted with angular and overlapping pieces making it seem as though it had been painted from several different points of view. During May of 1937, Picassos mother wrote to him about the bombings saying that the smoke from the city made her eyes water (Jones, 2000). The Mater Dolorosa, the weeping virgin, is a tradition piece of Spanish artwork, often represented in lurid baroque sculptures with glass tears, one can be seen in this image near the woman’s right ear. Picassos father who was also an artist made one for their family home.
The vibrant colours used in this piece cause confusion. It is still unknown why Picasso chose to use such vivid colours, possibly as a contrast from the dark greys and blacks of Guernica or as a way to show the woman’s intense emotions. As this piece is another reaction from Picasso, to the bombing of Guernica, the meaning behind the image seems pretty straightforward, a woman weeping at the aftermath of the bombing, possibly sobbing at the loss of a loved one as there is an obvious look of grief in the woman’s eyes, this doesn’t just stand for the woman’s feelings but how the country felt at the time too. Another interpretation of the image is that it could possibly be a self-portrait. Picasso said he would never return to his home country of Spain if Franco was still in power. Sadly, Franco outlived Picasso by two years (LLB, 2008).

“an artist isn’t as free as he sometimes appears. It’s the same way with the portraits I’ve done of Dora Maar. I couldn’t make a portrait of her laughing. For me she’s the weeping woman. For years I’ve painted her in torture forms, not through sadism, and not with pleasure either; just obeying a vision that forced itself on me. It was a deep reality, not the superficial one” (Beavan, 2010)
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Figure 2: Picasso “Weeping Woman” 1937 oil on canvas 60cm x 49 cm. Originally painted in Paris, currently located at the Tate Modern, London (Picasso, 1937)




Example 3: Berlin Wall and Dmitri Vrubel “My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love”

The final example is the Berlin Wall specifically looking at Dmitri Vrubel painting “My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love” featured on the Wall. After World War ll ended in 1945, peace conferences at Yalta and Potsdam decided on what would happen to Germany’s territories, they ended up splitting Germany into four allied occupation zones. The East went to the Soviet Union and the West went to the United States, Great Britain and later on France. Capitalism from West Berlin still survived in the depths of the city, even though it was in the East side (Staff, 2009). The Russians were trying to move the United States, Great Britain and France out of Berlin so in 1948 a Soviet blockade of West Berlin was put in place to try and stave the allies out of the city (Staff, 2009). The United States started supplying their allies from the air. They managed to deliver 2.3 million tonnes of food and fuel to West Berlin. The blockade was called off by the Soviets sometime in 1949. In the June of 1961, 19,000 people left the German Democratic Republic through Berlin, followed by another 30,000 in the July (Staff, 2009). This carried on in the beginning of August, leading to another 18,400 Germans crossing over to the West side.  The night of August 12th, Premier Khrushchev allowed the East government to close the boarder (Staff, 2009).

The Berlin wall was built to create a divide between the western democracies and the eastern socialist state. Berlin actually was around 100 miles from the border between the east and west but the Yalta and Potsdam agreed to split the city into similar sections (Staff, 2009). East Germany began building this wall on August 13th, 1961. Only government officials were allowed to cross the border (Staff, 2009). The Berlin wall stayed in place until November 9th, 1989, after this point anyone could cross the border. That night people from both East and West gathered at either side of the wall shouting “tor auf” meaning “open the gate” (Staff, 2009) (see Figure 3).

Parts of the Berlin wall still remain in place to this day and has since been known for the artwork that covers it. One of the most famous pieces of artwork on the wall is “My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love”. Located on the East side of the Berlin Wall The painting shows Soviet leader, Leonid Brezhnev kissing East Germany President, Erich Honecker. The painted was based on a photograph taken in 1979 by photographer Régis Bossu, the photograph itself was called “The Kiss of Death” (see Figure 4). The Event was in honour of their thirteenth anniversary of the East Germany, German Democratic Republic. They exchanged a fraternal kiss which is not uncommon amongst socialist leaders however it was brought to light that both parties seem a little more enthusiastic than most socialist kissing. The Photograph made it round the World landing itself a double page spread in Paris Match magazine (Peterson, 2012).
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Figure 3: West Berlin watching East Berlin open the gates on November 11th, 1989 (Anon., 1989)
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Figure 4: Photograph of Soviet leader, Leonid Brezhnev kissing East Germany President, Erich Honecker in 1979. Photo taken by Régis Bossu. (Bossu, 1979)

The painting was done by soviet artist Dmitri Vrubel in 1990 Underneath the painting it reads, 
“My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love” (Rarehistoricalphotos.com, 2014) (see Figure 5) The picture was shown to him by a girl he met in Paris who said he should paint it, he replied saying he was repulsed by the picture but found himself making sketches. Later on, a man named Alexander Brodovsky came from Berlin to seek out artists for the first exhibit in East Germany of the contemporary Soviet avant-garde, he found himself in Vrubel's apartment gallery and immediately invited him to Berlin, in April 1990 he travelled to meet Alexander Brodovsky and the first thing Brodovsky said was “Dima, we have the Wall” (Borzenko, 2014)

Before Vrubel started painting on the Berlin Wall it had to be discussed because they were politicians, he was told that the senate of West Berlin and West Germanys Government were anxious that if Gorbachev were to see the painting up on the Berlin Wall he would refuse to let East Germany unite with West Germany. Permission was granted to Vrubel, however many of his artist friends asked him why it had to be painted on the Berlin Wall itself and why it couldn’t be painted elsewhere. He responded with 

“But I wanted to paint specifically on the Berlin Wall and specifically Brezhnev and Honecker's kiss. In this painting, there's one German and one Russian, and the Berlin Wall is about the same thing but in reverse: here [in the painting], there's total love, while the Berlin Wall separates two worlds — it was a perfect fit.” (Borzenko, 2014)

In October of that year, the reunion of East and West Berlin was made official.
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Figure 5: Dmitri Vrubel “My God, Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love” 1990 365cm x 480cm. Originally done in acrylic, redone in 2009 with more durable materials. Located on the east Side Gallery, Berlin. (Vrubel, 1990)


Evaluation 

These three pieces of art each show how people commemorate differently, and how the history behind the pieces lead them to becoming commemorative works of art. The history gives them their meaning and their significance to these past events making them relevant in how we commemorate today. The first example, Guernica by Picasso is a large piece and provokes a feeling of despair in the viewer, even if the viewer doesn’t know the history behind the piece. The screams of the figures can almost be felt by the viewer. This piece toured the world upon completion and by doing so it raised money and awareness for the Spanish Civil War.

Weeping woman is very much along the same lines as Guernica, they were both done by the same artist during the same year on the same subject. This piece however feels more personal, as there is just one figure in the painting you’re completely focused on what emotions you are receiving from that individual. The piece portrays the pain of the woman that has lost someone or something of importance.

The Berlin Wall on the other hand is very different to the other two examples as the wall itself is a part of History. Millions of people travel to Berlin to see the wall and to feel the emotion in the surrounding areas and to see and feel this history that lies there. In 2016, the Berlin Wall Memorial site received 976,000 visitors. The artwork that goes with it is also greatly visited as again they’re all a part of History. The particular piece of artwork discussed was interesting as it showed the opposite of what the wall stood for in the first place. It caused controversy and for that reason amongst others it became famous.


Conclusion 

All three pieces of art do commemorate past tragic events, but now they can be more celebrated as extraordinary works of art and the emotion and passion that when into creating them. These pieces will always be a part of history and will always attract attention from the public. These pieces do differ quite a bit, even both pieces by Picasso. Guernica and weeping woman were both done within the same year and were both a response to the same event, however you can see such a difference in emotion in these pieces. Guernica portrays more anger and death to the weeping woman, there’s more colour and more thought process that comes from weeping woman. The Berlin Wall is complete different again as the artwork is painted on a piece of history itself. It cannot be moved or toured like Picassos work, Berlin is the only place you can see that East Side Gallery.
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