Significance and interest for the audience of

“John Singer Sargent: Painting Madame X”

By Bob Diven, playwright and performer

People are fascinated by art and artists. More specifically, they are mesmerized by the creation of art before their eyes. There has always been a magical and mysterious aspect to seeing a drawing form on a blank page as an artist moves his or her hand and creates an image literally out of thin air. Part of this mystery is because artists rarely create their art in public. Part of what I have done with this show is to make the magical act of drawing an integral part of a public theatrical experience.

As an artist, I can safely say that most writing and dramatic depictions of visual artists are not done by visual artists. Cliches abound about the neurotic, self-destructive behaviors of famous artists, and these elements are often employed for easy dramatic effect. Furthermore, most biography and analysis of artists and their work is written by critics and historians – often people with no personal knowledge of creating a picture. As a result, there is a often a sizeable gap between the reality of an artist’s life and work and its dramatic or literary depiction.

In my 25 years as a professional visual artist, I have often been surprised by the deep and sincere interest people show in what I’m doing, whether it’s painting a landscape or a theatre backdrop or sketching in a coffee shop. At the same time, art with a capital “A” intimidates many people because they feel as if they don’t “know enough to appreciate it.” One of the ethics of my own art is that it be immediately understandable to the viewer. Deeper meanings I may intend are there, but you don’t have to read a book about me to get my paintings.

The more I researched John Singer Sargent, the more I felt that I “got” him – as a great painter and as a flawed and vulnerable human being. I believe I have the unique talents and perspective to make a presentation about art and artists that reaches virtually everyone on some level. Naturally, to satisfy my own need for detail and realism, there is a depth to my show that will appeal to the art educated and to artists themselves. The response I have received about my show tells me I have succeeded: Artists have embraced the truth of it, and non-artists have thanked me for opening a window into another world.

It is an important aspect of the play that I, as the character, am really playing the piano and the banjo and sketching in full view of the audience. Being a painter and musician myself, there is a reality to my performance that goes beyond my ability as an actor. And, my various skills allow me to bring the full flavor of Sargent’s many talents to this work.

Sargent was the most famous portrait painter of the Victorian Age. A recent copy of The Artist’s Magazine featured his “Portrait of Madame X” on its cover as one of the 10 best portraits of all time. Even so, many audience members will find his name merely “familiar,” although they surely will have seen images of his paintings, especially, “Madame X.” Fortunately, this is sufficient knowledge to enjoy and appreciate my performance, as the play itself is the education. And, hopefully, it creates an interest in audience members to learn more about artists and art.

The point of this play is not to make artists or art historians out of audience members. Rather, it is to entertain, and to offer them a glimpse into a life unlike (although not unrelated to) their own. This is what theatre does at its best. It is what gives depth to our humanity and lends us an appreciation for people who are different from us. It is perhaps a small thing, but it is important to the quality of our lives. That is one reason I feel so passionate about presenting my play in small communities and venues.

Art has been with us for all our history as human beings. We are inherently creative and fascinated by the art of creative expression. This play is basically the story of a boy who could draw, who learned to paint and who painted beautiful pictures at a time in history when that meant something. John Singer Sargent is one of those painters who, whatever the critics say, made paintings that anyone could look at and appreciate. I owed him a depiction that was a clearly drawn.

Of course, the fact that I was assisted in this play’s creation and directed by our own theatrical treasure and Tony-Award winning playwright Mark Medoff may beguile some to attend by drawing attention to the quality of the production as well as its subject matter.

