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Artists have always struggled to communicate three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface like a piece of paper or canvas. Artists had employed perspective for centuries.  Objects appear smaller as they get further away; perspective uses this illusion to communicate depth in a painting.  Consider a streetscape.  Lines that are straight and parallel in real life, appear to converge and meet at a point on the horizon.  This point is known as the vanishing point.  Even a drawing of a cube communicates this concept.  

Although photography had been around since the 1830's, it was not until the age of the Impressionists that un-posed photo images capturing a particular "instant" were available.  These snapshots had a tremendous effect on painters.  Photographs were often blurred; objects were often accidentally cropped off the sides; and yet, each image reflected a particular moment in time.  They also reduced the 3-dimensional world to a small 2-dimensional piece of paper, flattening true space the way Japanese prints did.  J. Alden Weir was taking snapshots at his Branchville farm as early as 1887. 

In Weir's painting, The Factory Village (1897), spatial flattening has been achieved by using several compositional devices taken from photography and Japanese prints.  First, several of the objects on the painting have been cropped off, such as the factory buildings on the right side of the painting and the tree on the top left.  This suggests that space continues beyond the edge of the painting.  

Secondly, the painting is very crowded.  Objects that we know must have space between them, appear to be right on top of each other  For example, the telephone pole seems to rest directly on trees, which rest directly on the church.  Generally objects that are closer to the viewer appear to be larger.  Additionally, objects in the foreground are closer than those in the middleground or background.  Following this logic, the viewer can assume that the great tree on the left side of the picture is closer than the factory smokestack.  Yet, Weir has painted the tree so that its branches reach over and touch the stack.  Again,

space is compressed.  The scene appears flatter. 

Activity:

Using a polaroid camera, have each student take one or two pictures of your school and its surrounding neighborhood. Use the photos to compose pictures that distort or flatten natural spatial relationships. Refer to Weir’s painting for inspiration. 
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