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LUCIEN FREUD -  A DISSENT?

Not long ago I had the opportunity 
to see a large exhibit of Lucien 
Freudõs paintings at the Tate Gallery 
in London. I found it interesting but 
disturbing. The painterõs portraits 

and self-portraits were outstanding by any standard. There 
was also a picture of someoneõs backyard, full of junk and 
weeds, in one of the less-distinguished London neighborhoods. 
The way he rendered this scene was reminiscent of Monetõs 
version of the locomotives of his 
day; these were smelly, noisy 
machines emitting plentiful clouds 
of steam mixed with ashes. 
Somehow Monet made them 
appear mysterious and attractive. 
The talent of Freud to make 
the ordinary attractive is further 
shown in òTwo Plantsó (1977/80) 
apparent ly  done outdoors 
featuring a very green broad-
leafed plant juxtaposed with one having many small leaves 
of a variety of different muted colours.  Again, the picture of 
a factory in North London (1972) has charm although it is 
architecturally uninteresting. In addition to the Tate exhibit, I 
saw a one-hour retrospective of Freud on TVO, the Ontario 
provincial educational TV network.  Some of his paintings are 
also found on the Internet.

But Freud is most famous for his nudes, both female 
and male and and he is considered by some as the most 
important figurative painter alive. I am not surprised that he 
is famous. He has succeeded in making the Nude neither 
erotic nor beautiful, and this is revolutionary. Kenneth Clark, 
who is best known fo/r his TV lectures but who was actually 
a highly respected academic, and for a time the director of 
the National Gallery in London, gave a lecture entitled òThe 
Nude (A Study in Ideal Form).ó This was published in 1953 by 

Princeton University Press together with many illustrations. In 
it we see the importance of the Nude in the depiction of gods 
and goddesses, free of the prudery of the Christian Church 
fathers. We also see the interest in the human form during the 
Renaissance. Clark says that the Nude usually has some erotic 
component. But from reading the lecture and looking at the 
illustrations, one can see that the human body, particularly of 
young men and women, has been considered as beautiful for 
a very long time, as are other natural objects such as many 

birds, animals and flowers. 

Although the/ depiction of naked 
human beings was somewhat 
circumscribed until the 20th century 
and the arrival of Egon Schiele 
(1890-1918) as an example, there 
have been many paintings of female 
nudes in Western art including 
those of Titian (1488-1576), Goya 




