THE MAGIC MIRROR OF M.C. ESCHER

DRAWING IS DECEPTION

AN ARTIST WHO COULD
NOT BE PIGEONHOLED

Mystics?

“A woman once rang me up and said, ‘Mr. Escher, | am absolutely
crazy about your work. In your print Reptiles you have given such
a striking illustration of reincarnation.’ | replied, ‘Madam, if that's the
way you see it, so be it.”

The most remarkable example of this hineininterpretieren (hind-
sighted interpretation) is surely the following: it has been said that if
one studies the lithograph Balcony, one is immediately struck by the
presence of a hemp plant in the center of the print: through the
enormous blow-up toward the middle, Escher has tried to introduce
hashish as a main theme and so point us to the psychedelic meaning
of the whole work.

And yet, that stylized plant in the middle of Balcony has no
connection with a hemp plant, and when Escher made this print,
the word hashish was to him no more than a word in a dictionary. As
far as any psychedelic meaning to this print is concerned, you can
observe it only if you are so color-blind that black looks white and
white black.

Hardly any great artist manages to escape from the arbitrary in-
terpretations people give to his work, or from their attachment to
meanings that were never, even in the slightest degree, in that artist's
mind; or indeed, which are diametrically opposed to what the artist
had in mind. One of Rembrandt's greatest creations, a group-portrait
of the Amsterdam militia, has come to be called The Night Watch —
and not only in popular parlance either, for even many art critics
base their interpretations of the picture on a nocturnal event! And
yet Rembrandt painted the militia in full daylight — indeed, in bright
sunshine, as became obvious when the centuries-old yellowed and
browning layers of smoke-stained varnish had been removed.

Quite possibly the titles that Escher gave to some of his prints,
or, for that matter, the very subjects that he used, have given rise to
abstruse interpretations quite unconnected with the artist's inten-
tions. For this reason he himself regards the titles Predestination and
Path of Life as being really too dramatic, as is also the death's-head

in the pupil of the print Eye. As Escher himself has said, one must
certainly not try to read any ulterior meaning into these things. ‘I
have never attempted to depict anything mystic; what some people
claim to be mysterious is nothing more than a conscious or uncon-
scious deceit! | have played a lot of tricks, and | have had a fine old
time expressing concepts in visual terms, with no other aim than to
find out ways of putting them on to paper. All 1 am doing in my prints
is to offer a report of my discoveries.”

Even so, it remains a fact that all of Escher’s prints do have
something strange, if not abnormal, about them, and this intrigues
the beholder.

This has been my own experience. Nearly every day for a num-
ber of years | have looked at High and Low, and the more | have
delved into it, the more strangely has the lithograph affected me. In
his book Graphic Work, Escher goes no further than a bald descrip-
tion of what anyone can see for himself. “...if the viewer shifts his
gaze upward from the ground, then he can see the tiled floor on
which he is standing, as a ceiling repeated in the center of the com-
position. Yet, at the same time, its function there is that of a floor for
the upper portion of the picture. At the very top, the tiled floor is
repeated once again, but this time only as a ceiling.” Now this de-
scription is so obvious and so straightforward that | said to myself, “In
that case, how does all this fit together, and why are all the ‘vertical’
lines curved? What are the basic principles hiding behind this print?
Why did Escher make it?" It was just as though | had been vouch-
safed a glimpse of the front surface of a complicated carpet pattern,
and the very pattern itself had given rise to the query, “What does
the reverse side look like? How is the weave put together?” Because
the only person who could enlighten me on this point was Escher
himself, | wrote and asked him for an explanation. By return mail
| received an invitation to come along and talk it over with him. That
was in August, 1951, and from then onward | visited him regularly. He
was extremely happy to be questioned on the background of his
work and about the why and the wherefore; he always showed great
interest in the articles which | wrote on the subject. When | was
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The cleverest and most impressive print of this period, without
doubt a highlight in the whole of Escher's work, is Print Gallery
(1956). If one were to apply to it the same aesthetic standards as to
art of an earlier time, then one could find a great deal of fault with it,
but what applies to every one of Escher’s prints applies here: an
approach through the senses would miss entirely the deepest
intentions of the artist. Escher's own opinion was that in Print
Gallery he had reached the furthest bounds of his thinking and of his
powers of representation.

Prelude and Transition

The remarkable revolution that took place in Escher’s work was
between 1934 and 1937. This transition definitely coincided with a
change of domicile, although it is in no way explained by it. As long as
Escher remained in Rome he continued to be entirely oriented to-
ward the beauty of the Italian landscape. Immediately after his move,
first to Switzerland, and then to Belgium and Holland, an inward
change took place. No longer could he find the same inspiration in
the outer visual world, but rather in mental constructions which can
be expressed and described only mathematically.

Itis obvious that no artist can experience such an abrupt trans-
formation out of the blue. Had there not been a predisposition for
it, the mathematical turn in his work could never have come about.
However, it would be wrong to look for this predisposition in any
scientifically mathematical interest. Escher bluntly declared to all
who were willing to listen that he was a complete layman in the
sphere of mathematics. He once said in aninterview, “I never got a
pass mark in math. The funny thingis I seem to latch on to mathe-
matical theories without realizing what is happening. No, indeed,
I was a pretty poor pupil at school, And just imagine —

) mathemati-
clans now use my prints to illustrate their books.

Fancy me

consorting with all these learned folk, as though | were their long-
lost brother. | guess they are quite unaware of the fact that I'm
ignorant about the whole thing.”
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And yet, this is indeed the truth. Anyone who tried to get a
mathematical statement out of Escher, at any rate one which goes
beyond what the merest secondary-school student knows, had the
same sort of disappointment as that experienced by Professor
Coxeter, who was fascinated by Escher's work because of its math-
ematical content. He took the artist along to attend one of his lec-
tures, convinced that Escher would surely be able to understand it.
Coxeter’s lecture was about a subject that Escher had used in his
prints. As might have been expected, Escher did not understand a
thing about it. He had no use for abstract ideas, even though he
agreed that they could be very brilliant, and admired anyone who
felt at home among abstractions. But if an abstract idea had a point
of contact with concrete reality then Escher was able to do some-
thing about it, and the idea would promptly take on a concrete
form. He did not work like a mathematician but much more like a
skilled carpenter who constructs with folding rule and gauge, and
with solid results in mind.

In his earliest work, even when he was still at college in Haarlem,
we can detect a prelude, although these recurring themes will be
revealed only to those who really know his later work. He did a large
pen-and-ink drawing in St. Bavo's Cathedral, in 1920, on a sheet mea-
suring more than a meter square. An enormous brass candelabrum
is, so to speak, imprisoned in the side aisles of the cathedral. But in
the shining sphere underneath the candelabrum we can see the

26 Crystal, mezzotint, 1947

27 Moebius Strip I, wood engraving, 1963
28 Waterfall, lithograph, 1961

29 St.Bavo's, Haarlem, India ink, 1920

30 Self-Portrait in Chair, woodcut
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whole cathedral reflected, and even the artist himself! Here, already,
isan involvement with perspective and with the intermingling of two
worlds by means of a convex reflection.

Self-portraits are usually made in front of a mirror, but in one of
the self-portraits of this period (a woodcut) the mirror, although
obviously being used, is invisible. Escher has placed the mirror at an
angle at the edge of the bed, and so achieves an unusual viewpoint
for this portrait.

A woodcut made in 1922, very early in his career, shows a large
number of heads filling the entire surface. It was printed by the
repetition of a single block on which eight heads had been cut, four
of them right-side up and four upside-down. This sort of thing was
not in the program of his teacher, de Mesquita. Both the complete
filling up of the surface and the repetition of theme by making
imprints of the same block next to each other were done on
Escher’s own initiative.

After he had visited the Alhambra for the first time, we can see a
new attempt to make use of periodic surface-division. A few
sketches of this, together with a few textile design prints, have
survived from 1926. After reading this part of the manuscript, Escher
added this comment: “He is also always concerned with the recog-
nizability of the figures which go to make up his surface-filling. Each
element must make the viewer think of some shape which he recog-
nizes, be it in living nature (usually an animal, sometimes a plant) or
at times an object of daily use.” They are somewhat labored and
awkward efforts. Half of the creatures are standing on their heads,
and the little figures are primitive and lacking in detail. Surely these
attempts serve to show very clearly how difficult any exploration in
this field was, even for Escher!

After a second visit to the Alhambra, in 1936, and the subse-
quent systematic study of the possibilities of periodic surface-
division, there appeared, in quick succession, a number of prints of
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outstanding originality: in May, 1937, Metamorphosis /; in November
Development; and then in February, 1938, the well-known woodcut
Day and Night, which immediately made a vital impact on those who
admired Escher’s work and which, from that moment onward, was
one of the most sought-after of his prints. In May, 1938, the
lithograph Cycle appeared, and in June more or less the same theme
as in Day and Night was taken up again, in Sky and Water I.

The south Italian landscape and town scenes had now disap-
peared for good. Escher’s mind was saturated with them, and his
portfolios were filled with hundreds of these sketches. He was to
make use of them later, not as main subjects for prints, but rather as
filling, as secondary material for prints with totally different types
of content. In 1938, G.H. 's-Gravesande devoted an article to this
new work, in the November issue of Elsevier's Monthly Magazine:
“But the never-ending production of landscapes could not
possibly satisfy his philosophical mind. He is in search of other objec-
tives; so he makes his glass globe with the portrait in it a most re-
markable work of art. A new concept is forcing him to make prints in
which his undoubted architectural propensities can join forces with
his literary spirit. ..." Then there follows a description of the prints
made in 1937 and 1938.

At the end of an article written, once again, by 's-Gravesande, we
read, “What Escher will give us in the future — and he is still a com-
paratively young man — cannot be predicted. If | interpret things
aright, then he is bound to go beyond these experiments and apply
his skill to industrial art, textile design, ceramics, etc., to which it is
particularly suited.” True enough — no prediction could be made,
by 's-Gravesande or even by Escher himself.

Escher's new work did not result in making him any more widely
known; official art criticism passed him by entirely for ten whole
years, as we have already seen. Then in the February, 1951 issue of
The Studio, Marc Severin published an article on Escher’s post-1937
work. In a single blow, this made him widely known. Severin referred
to Escher as a remarkable and original artist who was able to depict
the poetry of the mathematical side of things in a most striking way.
Never before had so comprehensive and appreciative an appraisal
of Escher’s work been made in any recognized art magazine, and this
was heart-warming for the fifty-three year-old artist.

An even more outspoken and perceptive critique appeared in
an article by the graphic artist Albert Flocon, in Jardin des Arts in
October, 1965.

“His art is always accompanied by a somewhat passive emotion,
the intellectual thrill of discovering a compelling structure in it and
one which is a complete contrast to our everyday experience, and,
to be sure, even calls it in question. Such fundamental concepts as
above and below, right and left, near and far appear to be no more
than relative and interchangeable at will. Here we see entirely new
relationships between points, surface, and spaces, between cause
and effect, and these go to make spatial structures which call up
worlds at once strange and yet perfectly possible.”

Flocon placed Escher among the thinkers of art — Piero della
Francesca, Da Vinci, Diirer, Jannitzer, Bosse-Desargues, and Pére
Nicon — for whom the art of seeing and of reproducing the seen

31 Sky and Water I, woodcut, 1938
32 Tile mural, (First) Liberal Christian Lyceum, The Hague, 1960
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has to be accompanied by a research into fundamentals. “His
work teaches us that the most perfect surrealism is latent in
reality, if only one will take the trouble to get at the underlying
principles of it

In 1968, on the occasion of Escher’s seventieth birthday, a great
retrospective exhibition of his work was held in the municipal
museum at The Hague. As far as the number of visitors was
concerned, this exhibition did not fall behind the Rembrandt Exhibi-
tion. There were days on which one could scarcely get near the
prints. The onlookers stood in serried ranks in front of the gallery
walls, and the fairly expensive catalogue had to be reprinted.

The Netherlands Minister for Foreign Affairs commissioned a
film about Escher and his work. This was completed in 1970.
Inspired by Escher's prints, the composer Juriaan Andriessen wrote
a modern work which was performed by the Rotterdam
Philharmonic Orchestra, together with a synchronized projection of
Escher’s prints. The three performances, toward the end of 1970,
drew full houses, with audiences composed especially of young peo-
ple. Enthusiasm was so great that large sections of the work had
to be repeated.

Now Escher is more widely known and appreciated as a graphic
artist than any other member of his profession.
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35 Dragon, wood engraving, 1952
36 Apelican did not offer enough possibilities

37-40 Preparatory studies for the wood
engraving, Dragon
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perspective, so that the viewer will unmistakably recognize the gaps.  topmost section and re-draws the resultant figure beneath the so-

For Escher can suggest that the dragon is completely flat onlyifhe called sphere. But still we find ourselves given over to a three-
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depicts the two incisions and the foldings very realistically — that  dimensionalinterpretation; we can now see a hemisphere with a lid!

is to say, three-dimensionally. The deception is thus revealed by Right, so Escher draws the top figure once again, but this time lying

means of another deception! The diamond shapes in figure 38 flat. Yet even now we refuse to accept it, for what we see this time

will help us to follow this perspective more easily. In figure 39, the s an oval, inflated balloon, and certainly not a flat surface with
dragonis really and truly flat, cut, and folded. Finally, figure 40intro-  curved lines drawn onit. The photograph (figure 42) illustrates what
duces a possible variation; in this case the folds are not parallel Escher has done.
but are at right angles to each other. This idea has not been worked The engraving Doric Columns, made in the same year, has
out any further. precisely the same effect. It really is too bad that we cannot be
convinced of the flatness of the print; and what is worse, the very
And Still It Is Flat means that Escher uses are exactly the same as the malady that he
The upper section of the wood engraving Three Spheres (1945, s trying to cure. In order to make it appear that the middle figure is

figure 41), consists of a number of ellipses, or, if one prefers it that  ona flat drawing surface, he makes use of the fact that such a surface
way, a number of small quadrangles arranged elliptically. We find it can be used to give an impression of three dimensions.

practically impossible to rid ourselves of the notion that we are look- Both from a structural point of view and as a wood engraving,
ing at a sphere. But Escher would like to get it into our heads that no this print is incredibly clever. In earlier days this would have been
sphere is involved at all; the whole thing is flat. So he folds back the regarded as a master test for awood engraver.




