The King's Head
It is one of the larger ironies of history that no one did more to set back the cause of exuberant, fantastical, enchanting art than Charles I, who probably loved it more than anyone else in the history of the British Isles. He played an enormous and decisive role in the British art tradition during the course of his spectacular and spectacularly ineffec​tive reign. But he had exactly the opposite effect to the one he set out to achieve.
Van Dyck made several memorable paintings of Charles. In the famous triple portrait [25] that survives in the Royal Collection he is a proud but also melancholic figure, the ghost of a king in triplicate. The painting was intended as a model for the Italian sculptor Bernini who, over 1000 miles away in Rome, had been commissioned to carve a bust of the English monarch. But Van Dyck's helpfully three-dimensional method of painting him twice in profile and once full face has retrospectively acquired another significance, independent of its original function. The three Charleses on a single canvas make the painting a secular Trinity: the ruler of England seen as a little god, but also as one with weaknesses. Van Dyck caught the superciliousness of his gaze and he traced, with infinite care, the weak line of his jaw. It is the vision of a man living in a world of his own.
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'You are a little GOD to sit on his throne and rule over other men', James I told his son. Charles took the statement too literally and spent much of his life playing at omnipotence in a theatre of dreams.
In his great equestrian portrait of Charles, Van Dyck gives us another set of keys to the personality of England's most enthusiastic art collector. Charles sits on his huge and obedient stallion with complete, hoity-toity self-assurance. The symbolism of this exu​berantly Baroque equestrian portrait asserts the king's most important powers. Mastering his horse he metaphorically masters his own lower passions; mastering his horse he also masters the nation which it is his divine right to rule. Charles rules the world he inhabits but he is not quite of it. The landscape painted by Van Dyck is animated by a wind that moves the leaves of the English oak in the background and the curls of the horse's mane. Charles, his hair lightly tousled by the breeze, remains quite unruffled.
To master a horse was much more than just a skill in the circle of Charles I and in many respects the art of equestrianism holds the key to the aloofness, the love of fantasy and the unworldly pride that characterized the king all his life. He was taught to ride by the Duke of Newcastle, whose later work on the principles of the haute-école method of riding, A General System of Horsemanship, reflects the style of the absolutist Stuart Court under Charles. The engravings to Newcastle's work, in which we see whole stables of surreally obedient horses bowing down to worship an ideal king [14], encapsulate the curious and doomed hubris of Stuart culture itself. Charles's tragedy would be that he mistook his kingdom for a horse.
The fierce determination to master the principles of haute-école horsemanship was only one aspect of the Stuarts' desire to remodel courtly life in England on fashionable European lines. The chilly self-possession of Elizabeth's style of rule gave way under James I, but above all under Charles, to a style far bolder and far more attuned to the styles of rule favoured by the kings and queens and princes of Continental Europe.
The first monument to the new courtly ambition of the Stuarts was a grand state building by the architect and stage designer Inigo Jones. Begun under James I's rule and completed under that of his son, the Banqueting House in Whitehall, London, must have looked more spectacular than it does today. Made of white stone, with its clear lines and elegant proportions, it was England's first truly classical Renaissance building. Its ornate columns of light stone originally rose out of a dark, Tudorbethan London of thatch and wood. For the interior Charles commissioned Peter Paul Rubens, the unques​tioned master of the heady, illusionistic Baroque style, to create a vast painted ceiling hymning the Stuart dynasty. Rubens's contribution was a grand, painted opera devoted to the theme of the English monarchy and its might: a teeming allegory peopled with muscle-bound giants allegorically crushed by dimpled naked ladies who symbolize Stuart virtues, while kings ascend to heaven amid clouds of swooning putti. There is still something incorrigibly odd about walking into the Banqueting House off the streets of London. Suddenly, you leave Whitehall and find yourself in another country, a place that feels more like Spain or Italy or France than grey Britain.
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25  SIR anthony van dyck Triple Portrait of Charles I, 1635.
The effect of foreignness must have been even more pronounced in 1635, when Rubens's paintings were finally installed. In commissioning Rubens to cover the large spaces of the Banqueting House ceiling with images of royal magnificence and royal apotheosis, painted in the most exuberant manner of international Baroque painting, Charles had taken a great risk. The Banqueting House celebrated a Protestant monarchy, but it did so in a style of painting absolutely identified with the Catholic rulers and the Catholic religion of mainland Europe. The result was one of the very few instances of grand architectural painting in England. But as propaganda it was politically disastrous. Charles had already heightened public anxiety over his religious sympathies by marry​ing the Roman Catholic princess Henrietta Maria, daughter of Henry IV of France, in 1625. By erecting the equivalent of a Catholic shrine to his own dynasty with, at its centre, an image of the monarch ascending heavenwards like a rocket-propelled Baroque saint, he also created a rich and gilded symbol of the potential evils of his rule.
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26 inigo jones 'A Page, like a Fiery Spirit', from Tlie Lords'Masque, c.1613.
Charles's great fondness for Renaissance and Baroque painting seems to have dated back to 1623, when his father sent him south to Madrid to woo the Infanta Maria, sister of King Philip IV of Spain. It was the first time Charles had left England, and he was entirely seduced - not by the Infanta, but by the art collection of the king of Spain, one of the greatest in the world at the time.
Having discovered Renaissance art, Charles set out to buy it. He returned to England with one of the masterpieces of Florentine Renaissance painting, the Raphael cartoons which had been made for tapestries that were to be hung in the Sistine Chapel in Rome. He would eventually own more paintings by Titian than any other collector before or since. He was a rarity, an English monarch desperately eager to enter the competitive courtly culture of seventeenth-century Europe, where kings and queens and princes out​bid one another for the finest and most precious objects in the world. But Charles was not an especially rich king and England was not at all a rich country in the 1620s and
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1630s. His profligate expenditure on art was regarded with increasing disapproval by certain of his less docile subjects.
For Charles, collecting art was not merely and trivially the expression of what is now commonly called connoisseurship. To collect was to affirm the power and the learning of the king, and to commission art was to bring into being images which them​selves allegorized those same attributes of the monarch. It was, above all, the creation of an image which obsessed Charles: an image which might, however distantly or imper​fectly, evoke his own semi-divinity and blessedness. He vested all his most passionate beliefs about himself and his Court in the world of the image and he took that world to be a truer reflection of reality - his own, higher reality - than the real world itself. Because of that, he became the ruler of a vision, the fantasy king of a fantasy land. This was, of course, politically suicidal.
We can still see Charles living out his oddest dreams, but we have to flesh out much of what we see with imagination. Fragments are all that survive of seventeenth-century England's most spectacular art form, the Stuart masques designed by Inigo Jones, pageant-master to the monarchy. The masque was a blend of allegory, fancy dress party and theatrical entertainment designed to be witnessed by the small, courtly elite who were also its actors. Although it was a performance of words as well as images, the spirit of the masque lay not in theatre but in spectacle.
Jones's costume designs for the masques of the Stuart Courts are among the earliest English watercolours and they have a quality of mannerist strangeness unique in the history of English art. An early Puckish image of a page with wings the colours of flame [26] is one of his finest: half spirit, half sprite, like Shakespeare's Ariel imagined in paint. Jones's stage sets survive mostly as black-and-white drawings, but none the less they are richly evocative of the peculiar painted world of wood and plaster in which Charles and his Court lived some of their most splendidly abandoned, oblivious moments.
No expense was spared even though each masque was generally performed only once. The most advanced stage machinery that had ever been seen in Europe was put to the service of peeling back one grand illusion after another in complex and extraordi​narily ornate celebrations of the king's power and majesty. At the climax of the masque Salmacida Spolia, performed on 21 January 1640, a chorus playing the part of a fictively adoring British people sang the praises of their king, the great and glorious Charles I. Queen Henrietta Maria, surrounded by lady courtiers dressed as spirits of virginity, descended from the heavens in a painted wooden cloud. As she touched down, the king took her hand and they performed the formal dance that was another of the masque's symbols of their otherworldly perfection. Revels then continued for the rest of the night. There is something almost touching about the king and queen's blind and deaf isolation in their extravagant world of fictions. What strange people they are, as they survive to us now, in the mind's eye and in Jones's abbreviated sketches: figures in face-paint in outlandish clothes of gold and silver, emerald and lapis lazuli, with feathers in their hair, lost in the love of a dream.
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The impropriety of these performances to those of a rigorously Protestant persua​sion must have been almost beyond belief. The Banqueting House, with its great and gilded ceiling celebrating the monarch like a saint ascending heavenwards, was bad enough. But the Stuart masque, in which the king and his queen dared to play the parts of god and goddess, was intolerable, dangerous, insane hubris. It was royal myth-making run wild. The harsh gaze of the English Puritans judged Charles and found him wanting.
Charles's love of art did not, in itself, plunge England into the Civil War. Religious and constitutional crisis had been deepening throughout his reign, but his excesses increased the general discontent. Civil war broke out in August 1642 and continued until August 1648 when the Royalists were finally defeated. Charles I was tried and con​victed in January 1649 for treason. His death was nearly as carefully stage-managed as his life. The execution was choreographed to take Charles through the Banqueting House, the first theatre of his dreams, and on to a scaffold which had been erected just outside one of its windows. On 30 January 1649 he was led under Rubens's great painted ceiling and made to step outside. The executioner raised his axe and it glinted in the sun. The scaffold had been built so high that this sudden flash of light was all that the crowds in the street below saw of the event. The axe fell, and so did the king's head.
The material splendour and luxury of Charles I's Court were tainted for ever by association with him and his proud blind style of rule. Above all the art that he had so tirelessly collected and commissioned was tarnished by the association. So it was that, involuntarily but with remarkable effectiveness, Charles I ensured that his people were alienated for a second time from the visual culture of mainland Catholic Europe. A few of his pictures were allowed to remain in the country after his death. Some, including several works by Rubens, were thrown into the River Thames. But most were sold. Like a movie mogul in trouble Charles I had run up huge debts in the pursuit of grand spec​tacle and when he died he owed money to just about everyone in England. The selling of art was a quick way to settle the debts. The king's plumber was paid in Titians. His glazier was paid in Correggios. Charles had set out to buy the art of the Renaissance, but those who had chosen to punish him for his temerity proceeded to sell it off.
Extract from DIXON, Andrew G. A History of British Art London: BBC Books, 1996 
