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In 1864 Edouard Manet painted his Dead Christ with Angels, now in the Metropolitan Museum in New York, and it was exhibited in the Salon in Paris the same year. As Linda Nochlin has shown it was precisely the lack of religious content that struck 19th century observers of the painting, above all those who were attuned to the realist aesthetic to which Manet himself was a crucial contributor.  For Emile Zola this Christ was arguably no Christ at all but simply “a corpse painted in full daylight with freedom and vigour”; George Moore averred that “there is no attempt to suggest a Divine death or to express the Kingdom of Heaven on the Angels’ faces.”


“With Manet and Courbet,” as Clement Greenberg once said, “Western painting reversed its direction.”
 Above all with Manet, for it was really with him that realism became the seed of modernism. With his Christ who is not a Christ the French artist had paid a last farewell to an entire realm of subject matter that had been central to Western art for many centuries, the Biblical narrative. Henceforth the Bible has played only the most minor role in art, and even then in a very different way: As a sort of folklore, for instance in the work of Marc Chagall, whose extraordinary illustrations of the Jewish Bible express, not so much religious faith itself, as a nostalgic though entirely sincere love of this faith as a disappearing part of the life of his people. And as for Henri Matisse’s Chapel of the Rosary at Vence, its symbolism is very far from that any traditional Biblical imagery in Western art; the painter himself was no believer, and it is not surprising that the chapel was met with reserve by many in the Church whereas its great proponents were generally those who, like Louis Aragon, the Surrealist poet turned Communist militant, saw in it a humanist, natural, and this-worldly rather than a theological or transcendent message.
 When the question was put to him directly, the painter replied with corresponding directness, “My only religion is the love of the work to be created.”
 

As for abstract art, the great invention of modernism, it is self-evident that it had no more place for Biblical narrative than for any other. What religious roots it did have were in a spiritualism that is in any case very far from any canonical Christianity but rather became a source for what subsequently became known as “New Age” beliefs. If Kasimir Malevich was moved to hang his black square in the corner of the room that formerly would have been reserved for an Orthodox icon, this was clearly because he saw his abstract painting as a replacement and in no way an analogue for the traditional devotional image.

All this is to give some sense of how unusual and risky is the project that Nikola Savic has taken up in these, his most recent paintings. It may not have given the reader a sense of how surprised I was to see him do it. I had known his work for some time, having been introduced to him about four years ago; it was always purely abstract. Typically, the paintings he was making  were highly complex, using a multiplicity of irregular shapes—often quasi-organic although the paintings also often included more rectilinear geometrical forms as well—to construct intricate and ever-morphing artificial spaces that somehow always managed to negotiate modernist flatness with the illusory spatial constructions that can be produced by means of perspective. Each brightly-colored shape was clearly defined in its outlines yet the totality of their relations seemed ungraspable because of the constant movement implied. But one never felt that the artist was anything less than certain of them. These were virtuoso performances, full of vim and intelligence, at times reminding me of an unlikely synthesis between Joan Miró and Al Held by way of Italian Futurism. At the same time there was also something a little exhausting about them; the viewer could long for a greater sense of rest. 

When on occasion Savic did clear his paintings back, simplifying them a bit, it was always clear that his more typical indulgence of his taste for compositional flamboyance and convolution had stood him in good stead: In his simpler, more pared-down and contemplative compositions, it was always clear that there was a sense of certainty, of rightness of placement, of an implicit underlying structure, that must surely have been the fruit of the efforts to map out and define every inch of the canvas that his more typically intricate paintings always showed.

As for the subjects of Savic’s abstract paintings, they were naturally, always abstract subjects: change, growth, development, process, exuberance. In a word, life—but always, as I say, in an abstract sense: an objective rather than a subjective sense of life as something that is going on, whether in society or in nature.

Such were the paintings Savic was making throughout the course of our acquaintance, and such were the paintings he was producing when, last year, I gladly accepted his invitation to contribute to the catalogue for his most important exhibition so far in his home country.  It would be impossible to underestimate my surprise when, several months later, I returned to the artist’s studio to discover that, as this important exhibition loomed near, he was making a radical change in his work: It was no longer quite abstract—and above all, it’s message was no longer abstract.

Suddenly, I found that Savic was adding typographic texts to his paintings. And not just any texts, but quotations from the New Testament. Now, there’s nothing new about incorporating writing into paintings, or even making paintings of texts, as in the work of Ed Ruscha, On Kawara (his date paintings), or Richard Prince (joke paintings), to name a few prominent examples. But Savic was doing something rather distinct from any of these, both formally and in terms of content. In the work of all the artists I mentioned, the text is the main subject of the painting, while the rest functions as background. Ruscha has spoken specifically of using a generic landscape as “a background of drama for this main subject,”
 while with Kawara or Prince the typically monochromatic (in Kawara’s case, black) background serves to create a neutral rather than a dramatic background—but a background nonetheless.

In Savic’s paintings, the abstract motifs—which are clearly related to the exuberant forms that populated his work in the past but which now take on a more sober and austere guise, clothed in the formality of black—cannot be thought of as backgrounds to the biblical texts that run across them. Instead, if the viewer tries to mentally erase the text from the painting, one has the impression that the result would be an essentially complete and self-consistent work; rather than a background, it is a whole painting. And furthermore, the scriptural text is not situated in the virtual space of the painting as the text in a Ruscha painting would be, or even as it is in a very different way with the utterly neutral background of an On Kawara date painting, where the letters and numerals are locked into their space as implacably as those on a highway sign: next exit 2 miles. 
The relation of Savic’s texts to the paintings on which they occur is in a sense more comparable to that of the artist’s signature on a traditional representational painting: Although one can think of cases in which, as a jeu d’esprit, painters have incorporated this parergal detail into the fictive pictorial space, in the majority of cases they do not do so; instead the signature glides across and thereby emphasizes the literal surface of the canvas. Like the frame then, this text which is the artist’s signature in a representational painting (and some abstract ones) is one of those liminal instances in which the fictive space of the painting meets the literal reality that surrounds it. Like the signature in this sense, the biblical quotations in Savic’s new paintings decline to enter pictorial space—they remain outside it, as a sort of screen or intermediary between the real space of the viewer and the imaginary one of the painting. One might recall, here, what Jean Baudrillard claimed of the artist’s signature in paintings: “It becomes the veritable caption of our oeuvres. In the absence of fable, of the figures of the world and of God, it is that which tells us what the work signifies.”
 The great difference, of course, is that unlike the typical signature, these texts are far from subsidiary or marginal; although not very large in ratio to the impressive scale of the paintings, they are very prominent, more or less centrally positioned, and eye-catching, in part because they are among the few highly colored elements in works that are for the most part worked in a scale of gray to black. Above all, they call attention to themselves through the fact that they don’t fit in. In this manifest not-fitting-in, Savic’s scriptural citations function as a sort of counter-graffiti, meant not to desecrate but quite the opposite, to sanctify, to consecrate.
Here, of course, I have touched on the essential point of difference between Savic and his immediate precursors in the use of text—above all typographic text—in painting. Not that they mean to desecrate but that whereas their work depends on a certain neutrality or indifference with respect to the content of the texts they use. This neutrality, incidentally, is not specific to the use of language in painting but is also typical of the use of imagery in contemporary art—in Photorealism, for example, or in most Pop art, the painter refrains from “expressing” any overt attitude toward his motif; he merely reproduces it. In this, of course, they follow the best tradition of that realism which led, in turn, to modernism, whose formal criteria (it is axiomatic to me) have not been rescinded: a concerted effort to strip the image of all rhetoric, of all edifying treatment. The proper attitude of the painter before the motif was to be impartial, objective, impassive. In this, such artists as Manet and Degas were already in accord with Richter and Warhol, in whose footsteps an artist like Prince has merely followed.
So when I was first confronted with these new paintings of Savic’s, I could only wonder: Did this mean he has resigned from the central tradition of modernism, to which his earlier paintings so clearly paid homage? Worse yet, did the fact that he was doing so while retaining predominant formal similarities to his previous work mean that he was rejecting modernism without even realizing it? It quickly became apparent that this is far from the case. Certainly, if one were to take Greenberg’s bottom-line definition of modernism as a “tropism toward aesthetic value”
 as a criterion, there would be no question—not just because, as a group, these are strongest paintings Savic has made yet, but because the specific manner in which this strength is expressed: through newfound compression, concision, and tautness.
What became clear to me was that if the biblical message that Savic wished to impart entered the painting at a tangent to its pictorial space, this could only be because the artist held the integrity of his art in the same respect as his religious faith; and that for him, the text is not to be illustrated, the story is not to be depicted. The only medium for the text, for the message, is the word. So that if he were to allow himself to accede to his inner urge to manifest his faith in his art, this could not be done by compromising the pictorial quality of his paintings, but on the contrary by adding something of a non-pictorial nature to his art, and then allowing these two elements, the pictorial and the textual, to enter into a dialogue. And this is what Savic has given us in these new paintings: a dialogue between the abstract image and the Word.
Having come to this understanding of what was going on in the paintings, however, I was still left with a certain doubt—not, I hope it is clear, about the quality of the paintings or of the integrity of the impulse articulated through them, but of my own ability to be their advocate. Precisely because I understood that the artist was putting himself on the line with this work, it seemed to me a terrible thing to think that I would introduce it with any less sincerity than he had undertaken to produce it. Could I in good conscience accept this commission after all? For the religious message of these paintings is one to which I am an outsider.
Yes, but there is a second message here, and that message has to do with artistic integrity. This is universal, and therefore I am as capable as anyone else of expounding it. As Matisse knew, having a religious subject has never been sufficient to give a painting the capacity to express a religious feeling. He was willing to put it quite bluntly: “We may find ourselves before certain work of the Renaissance made in rich, sumptuous, alluring materials, and be disturbed to see that a feeling which has the characteristics of Christianity has so much about it that is ostentation and fabrication. Yes, that comes from the bottom of my soul: fabricated for the rich. The artist sinks to the level of his patron.”
 Through the sincerity of his application to his art, by contrast, Matisse was able to endow his chapel with religious significance notwithstanding that he was not a believer; and similarly, an artist like Savic can communicate his belief to someone like me who does not share it and through the power of art we can find common ground in the spirit.
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