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INTRODUCTION

In this thesis,  
I have researched what 

makes narrative art  
an important part of art 
making, the artist and 

what impact it can have 
on the way the viewer 

looks at the work. 

Going through differ-
ent artist. Looking at 

the way the artist have 
approached the theme 

through different  
periods, and if  

simplifying can make 
the narrative more  

visible, and how I feel 
we have a bit of a  

misunderstanding about 
the term Primitive...



Nurturing  
Narrative Through  

The Natural  
 Nature of  
 Narrating

You can define a narrative as any  
report of connected events pre-
sented in a sequence of written or 
spoken words, or as a sequence of 
pictures. Within the field of visual 
art I find there to be a broader 
definition of what narrative art 
is or isn’t. When the content of a 
visual artwork is indicating a story 
or when it is using several elements 
to present connected events or 
thoughts, I see it as narrative art. 
The trouble is that with such a 
broad definition, you can discuss 
whether all art is narrative or if 
there are key elements that needs to 
be there for it to be labeled as nar-
rative art. Another topic for discus-
sion is whether art in fact can tell a 
story at all, and in addition if that is 
an interesting aspect of art. 

Some scholars deal with the notion 
that art cannot be narrative at all. 
In fact they say that sculptures 
and paintings do not tell a story, 
because to tell something is con-
nected with words and text. If art 
is narrative it is not telling a story, 
but rather showing, depicting or 
indicating a story. 

How narrative art is traditional-
ly thought of is that it used to be 
strongly connected with painting 
and icons that portray important 
historic events or religious stories. 
In this sense visual art can tell a 
story, not in a way a text can, but 
in a different way, a visual way. It 
indeed was art that told a story with 
clear images and strong symbolic 
references. The artworks were im-
ages where the intention to a cer-
tain extent was to give a common 
understanding of what it meant and 
what the viewer was to experience. 
The imagery was clear and it was 
portraying in many ways reality or a 
certain view on life. 

In the 21st century a shift happened 
in how to approach narrative art. 
This approach was based on the 
idea that narrative art was not re-
stricted to painting and icon. You 



saw the possibility that series of 
photography and even objects could 
be part of a storytelling. Another 
important idea was that an artwork 
could indicate several possible 
stories. Unlike a painting that for 
example depicted an historic event, 
where the image would only serve 
one interpretation and there was 
a common understanding of the 
artwork, there was now a possibility 
to call art that did not have a con-
clusive narrative for narrative art. 
This did not mean that all visual 
art became narrative art or that 
everything could be a story. It just 
opened the door for a different way 
of telling a story.

Take the painting 

from 1617 by Dutch artist Michiel 
van Miereveld. This painting, as 
the title indicates, tells the story 
of the doctors standing around a 
corps that has been opened up so 
that the doctors themself can learn 
about the human anatomy. It is a 
common understanding of what the 
painting is telling us. There are still 
differences in how one individually 
interprets the expressions of the 
men in the painting, but in general 
we agree to the actions of what they 
are doing and of what the painting 
is telling us. 

   ( IMAGE ON THE NEXT PAGE )

(1617)
– MICHIEL VAN MIEREVELD

If we then take a later work, a 
photographic work by Mac Adams 
from 1977 called , 
we find another story being told. 
The work consists of two pictures 
that depict a toaster and a blender 
next to each other. In one photo you 
see a piece of bread being put in to 
the toaster by a female hand, with a 
reflection of the female in lingerie 
or under garments at least. In the 
other photo you see the same setup, 
but the toast has popped out and the 
reflection show the female lay-
ing collapsed on the ground. This 
clearly tells a story and is an exam-
ple of narrative art, but the story is 
open for interpretations and does 

not conclude on a common specific 
narrative. It opens up questions, 
which I won’t give, since I believe 
that its up to the viewer to decide 
what could have happened.

  ( IMAGE ON THE NEXT PAGE )

 (1977)  
– MAC ADAMS 

What I find interesting to look at is 
to what extent visual art can tell a 
story or be narrative, giving an en-
trance for the viewer to be included. 
In imagery pictures there are more 
often a clear and relatable entrance 
to the work for a viewer, compared 
to having simple objects or imagery. 
Yet it also somehow only tells one 
story, were as the single object al-
most gives fewer clues to the viewer 
but still gives more contexts. Here I 
find it to be more open to different 
associations and connotations than 
an image of a specific situation.
 An image will depict a 
situation of some kind and thereby 
guide the imagination to something 
more specific. How can a still object 
tell a story and what kind of story 
might it be able to indicate or even 
tell? 

A sculpture that consist of several 
objects or materials has the poten-
tial to be narrative by using symbol-
ism, functionality depending on the 
objects used. Sculpture can set up 
situations that have an open narra-
tive. A work that exemplifies this is 
a work from the Nordic pavilion at 
the Venice biennale by the Danish/
Norwegian artist duo Elmgreen 
and Dragset. A part of the whole 
pavilion that is entitled 

, is a life like male sculpture 
floating around in a swimming pool 
face down, with a cigarette package 
and a watch at the bottom of the 
pool, and dress shoes and dark socks 
placed on the edge of the poolside. 
One can see this as a good example 
of narrative sculpture. The work 
creates a certain amount of ques-
tions without giving much answers 
to them, still there is a clear story 
being told through the character 
and the situation. The viewer can 
speculate as to the man committed 
suicide or if he was killed. The story 
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is indicated and the clues are given, 
but left open. 

 is a sculpture by 
Georg Herold. This sculpture 
shows a two and a half meter tall 
wooden character dressed in a dark 
suit. The character resembles a 
man slouching against the wall. 
This is an ambivalent example of 
what I would call narrative art. How 
the textile and the wood are put 
together indicates a character and 
the shape of the character indicates 
a certain type of personality. The 
title also makes you more convinced 
of these notions. Still there are 
little indications of a situation or 
clues given on what the story might 
be. Yet the way that the sculpture 
is placed against the wall, with its 
back slightly hunched, as if its a 
non-caring character saying ¨what-
ever happens happen, so who cares¨.

The two examples, the man in the 
pool and the sculpture against the 
wall, could perhaps show that in 
order for us to fully label a sculp-
ture as narrative, there needs to be 
a situation. The man in the pool by 
Elmgreen and Dragset is a char-
acter in a situation where the past 
is indicated. In  by 
Georg Herold there is a character, 
but the situation surrounding him 
is not visible. One could perhaps 
say that the title, , 
indicates an event, and thereby a 
narrative. Or one could say that the 
title drives more towards a theme 
than an actual story.  Georg Her-
old’s sculpture goes more into the 
field of abstract art you might say. 
Yet the title plays on the narrative 
principles of combining text with a 
physical object present.
 If we compare abstract 
sculpture with narrative sculpture 
there is obviously differences, yet 
somehow they both deal with the 
option of interpretations and of 
having your own view on the art-
work. They both deal with personal 
feelings, atmospheres and associa-
tions. What differs when it comes 
to this option of interpreting the 
artwork is that when we deal with 
narrative art, clues and symbols are 
more directed. The clues are not 
there to guide you to a certain story 
or a certain conclusion, but they are 

there to show you the possibilities 
of interpretation and the possibili-
ties of different stories. 
John Baldessari is an artist that 
comes to mind when thinking 
of narrative art. He is known for 
among many works, the images 
where the people have their fac-
es covered with a colored dot. He 
himself refers to these as images 
that are simplified and given a 
constructed meaning. By placing 
a colored dot on the people in the 
different photographs, he guides 
the viewer to the pose of the person 
instead of the feeling or emotion of 
a person photographed, and thereby 
he simplifies the image. His tech-
nique sometimes also consists of 
taking two or more images of the 
same action, but different people, 
and putting the images together. By 
assembling these representations as 
such, he then constructs new poten-
tial meanings.

   ( IMAGE ON THE PREVIOUS PAGE )

(1972-1973)
– JOHN BALDESSARI

Another work by John Baldessari 
is two pictures of a pencil. In one 
of the two pictures we see the top 
of a pencil unsharpened and in the 
other we see the pencil sharpened. 
Underneath there is a caption that 
reads:

 
I HAD THIS OLD PENCIL 
ON THE DASHBOARD OF 
MY CAR FOR A LONG TIME. 
EVERY TIME I SAW IT, I 
FELT UNCOMFORTABLE 
SINCE ITS POINT WAS 
DULL AND DIRTY. I ALWAYS 
INTENDED TO SHARPEN IT 
AND FINALLY I COULDN’T 
BEAR IT ANY LONGER AND 
DID SHARPEN IT. IM NOT 
SURE, BUT I THINK THAT 
THIS HAS SOMETHING TO 
DO WITH ART.

This work is obliviously narrative. 
Through the simple gesture that 
has been done to the pencil and the 
caption, you come to think about 
other things then just the story that 
Baldessari tells. You get to think 
about things around you, which you 



might have postponed or somehow 
have a dislike for doing. We post-
pone actions, and then have them 
hanging on our consciousness. 
When we then finally take action 
on the postponed actions, they 
don’t really seem to have a meaning 
anymore, it suddenly seems very 
stupid that we postponed them. 
Meant as we should have just done 
them and not had that feeling 
hanging around. The last line in the 
caption reads:  

BUT I THINK THAT THIS 
HAS SOMETHING TO DO 
WITH ART. 

This line somehow adds a human 
value to it, which suggests that even 
the artist doesn’t always know what 
this art world around him or her ex-
actly is about. And that might also 
be one more importance to narra-
tive art: the story (or the clues) that 
gives the viewer a chance of getting 
into the artwork.

 Sucking up  
  Simplicity 
  Slowly

Simplicity implies that something 
is easy to understand, in contrast 
to something complicated. The way 
we see if something is simple or 
complex depends in a way on how 
we choose to describe it. Simplicity 
can be connected with beauty, puri-
ty and clarity. It can also be a term 
used with negative connotations 
implying that something might be 
insufficient, not nuanced, or easy 
as in obvious. Within the context of 
visual art you might find simplicity 
in the appearance of the work, in 
the theme of the work or in the un-
derlying thought behind the work. 
Maybe only to give the viewer an 
entrance point to the artwork? 

The idea of making objects simpler 
in their expression in this time of 
age is the possibility to give the 
viewer a much greater chance to 
get into the artwork. To reduce 
them you might also say, giving 
the viewers the freedom to fill 
the ¨gaps¨ themself. To evoke an 
emotion in people, no matter which 
background they come from. It 

shouldn’t matter if it’s a child, an 
older person, or what background 
you have, the simplicity should 
have the energy to generate an 
emotion in the viewer based on its 
simple gestures. The simplicity of 
the gestures should be the one to 
give the viewer a chance to make 
his/her own interpretations of the 
work, not what ideas the artist had 
about the work. This way of simpli-
fying object, mainly only works on 
objects or forms that is to a certain 
extent already known to the view-
er, meant that a lump of clay has 
a more uncertain simplicity, com-
pared to a vacuum cleaner without 
the hose.
 As Ugo Rondinone explains 
in a interview for his exhibition at 
Louisiana museum of modern art: 
¨I operate with very childlike mo-
tifs, you can always name what you 
see, out of the notion that every-
body should get something out of 
it. No matter which background 
he/she has who looks at it. From 
the child to the old person should 
just get something out of it, with-
out questioning why did he do it, 
because you don’t have to think in 
front of an artwork, I never think 
in front of an artwork, I just let that 
come to me, I believe you have to 
feel an artwork, not to understand 
an artwork. It develops not through 
ideas, I don’t like the notion of an 
idea, oh you sit there and I have an 
idea. Its more an impulse that come 
from the artworks them-self, the 
work them-self that has been done, 
generates me already in a certain 
direction within a direction, so it is 
a self perpetual system or energy. 
The best way to describe an art-
work is still just to describe it, just 
describe what you see and this will 
open anyway¨.

Simplicity in visual art should not 
be confused with minimalism or 
styles that might appear simple in 
their expression. A minimalistic 
work could look simple, but be the 
consequence of a complex thought 
or concept. 

An artwork can appear visually 
simple and yet be an expression of 
complexity. Richard Tuttle had an 
exhibition in the Whitney museum 
in New York in 1975 that was con-



sidered an attack of the established 
art scene at that time. This was due 
to the use of a small and modest 
scale and the expression being seen 
as simplistic. An example of a work 
from this exhibition was a one-inch 
piece of rope being nailed to the 
wall. Another example of Richard 
Tuttle’s work was a piece of thin 
wire and a pencil drawing shaping 
an uneven square. Both of the art-
works are visually simple, they chal-
lenged the idea of how to present 
and what a piece of artwork could 
be. Although the exhibition caused 
controversy, Tuttle’s own idea of his 
work was perhaps not to challenge 
the present. He has expressed that 
the making of art for him is based 
in the notion of simply making. In 
an interview he said, ¨I base myself 
on the idea that something is made 
where nothing was before¨. 

   ( IMAGE FEW PAGES BACK )

(1967)
– BARNETT NEWMAN

Looking at Barnett Newman’s 
painting 

, one can easily 
recognize the primary colors and 
their division into three parts. It 
is simple at first glance, but the 
texture of the color and the unsym-
metrical division of the colors is 
striking. The red takes up most of 
the painting and is a starch contrast 
to the tiny line of yellow and blue. 
The painting is a classic example of 
something that primarily might be 
seen as a simple painting, but when 
you look closer at the colors you 
could find an immense complexity. 
Thoughts start to float, colors start 
to tangle together.

Representation is another part of 
simplicity. There are visual art 
works that work within the frame of 
representation. Instead of making 
an abstract interpretation of some-
thing, many artist deal with the 
directness of representing. Making 
things in a scale one to one, or in 
fact just using the object like it is 
intended in itself, and then bringing 
it together with another object to 
construct a different meaning or 

theme. The Brillo boxes by Andy 
Warhol could be a good example 
of representation. By placing many 
Brillo boxes next to each other, 
there is a visual simplicity, but a 
thematic complexity.

     Primitive 
  Prime

The term primitive will in general 
refer to something original, ba-
sic, undeveloped. It is a term with 
strong negative connotations. It 
is called a pejorative; a term that 
expresses contempt, criticism,  
hostility, disregard or disrespect. 
Still, it is a term that is connected 
to art and its history. We can talk 
about primitivism, neo-primitivism 
and naïve art as certain periods 
connected with this term. To say 
that something is primitive is not a 
compliment, but if we try to rather 
look at what the term primitive 
could potentially imply when we 
disregard the negative connota-
tions, it might become interesting. 

Naïve art is a genre or classifica-
tion within art. It can be charac-
terized as childlike and simple, 
content wise and technique wise. 
The artworks categorized, as naïve 
art can often look like something a 
child could have made when looked 
at superficially. Usually the artists 
behind such art as this have formal 
training. It is their aim to make it 
look naïve, simple and childlike. 
Looking closer at Neo-Primitivism, 
we can see that it is a wider term 
used to describe the work of artists 
who relate to the ideology and aes-
thetics of primitivism. The aesthet-
ics of primitivism has to do with 
appropriating non-western visual 
forms or prehistoric aesthetics into 
a modern artwork. Primitivism has 
to do with fusing the non-western 
with western and to blend prehis-
toric, folk and modern. 

It is also an art-movement in Rus-
sia, which took its name from the 
book Neo-Primitivism (1913) by 
Aleksandr Shevchenko. In this book 
Shevchenko proposes a new style of 
modern painting. He proposes to 
fuse different elements of Cézanne, 
with Cubism and Futurism and with 



Russian folk art and icons. 

The way some might judge if an 
artwork is primitive or not could be 
by judging the material it is made 
out of, how it is made or where it 
is made. By using outdated, sim-
ple or cheap materials and using 
handcraft and old methods to make 
the artwork, some would judge the 
artwork to be a primitive one. What 
is important to keep in mind here is 
that when we call art that uses basic 
or old methods and motifs for prim-
itive, we label it not after the genre 
primitive, but the term. We call it 
basic in form and production, and 
it might not be connected to the 
genre of Naïve art, neo-primitivism 
or primitivism. 

Modern art can be said to have tak-
en inspiration from the primitive. 
And the primitive derives from the 
ordinary, nature and the spiritu-
al, but so does a good amount of 
modern art. In Timur si-qin’s early 
works we see Axe shampoo bottles 
stabbed by a samurai sword so that 
the liquid of the bottles are floating 
out. These works are an interpre-
tation of the everyday life and the 
ordinary. An Axe Shampoo bottle 
being an common object in a teen-
age boy’s bathroom. The nature 
were this inspiration as such is tak-
en from, would be the commercial 
side of the modern society, but still 
it evolved from the ¨natural habitat¨ 
of the human being. The samurai 
sword being a more ancient object, 
having a more proud and strong 
image to it. The two elements 
together creates the idea of what 
an Axe shampoo can make you, the 
strong silent type, sneaking around 
at night, not visible, yet Axe can be 
smelled 5 kilometers away, so here 
it creates a double moral to the to 
element, almost as if Timur Si-Qin 
would wear Axe, he would do a sep-
puku on himself, out of shame.

Post-Internet art is not more 
modern then primitive art is, the 
only significant difference is that 
the way of producing the works are 
more high-tech then the ones prim-
itive artworks are made out of. This 
at the same time also takes a lot of 
emotion out of them. Post –Inter-
net artworks is a representation of 

CONCLUSION

Lets drop the highly  
intellectual yada yada 
yada, free massages, 

facials and instead enjoy 
with our emotions, with 
maybe a little yada yada.

Johan Jensen  
Kjeldsen

everyday life as well, it takes from 
the Internet and makes it physical, 
present in the space. Stock photos 
are made into to big physical sculp-
ture-like figures. Stock photos  
has the same quality as the cave 
drawings of a bison since our every-
day life is starting to be more  
on the internet and language about 
the same as what was spoken in the 
first stages of primitive language. 
The internet has become our hunt-
ing fields and the language we com-
municate between each other has 
come sounds of no real meaning. 
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