Borders & Boundaries
Borders in paintings are both physical and compositional. They can take the
form of frames, windows and doors, edges, contour lines, horizon lines, or
the intersections of forms and colours within an image.
Borders can demarcate different spaces, groups or forms, while also
establishing a relationship between them. In this way, even voids can act as
borders.

Artists began to think of the picture plane as a transparent boundary, a
window between our world and the painted space of the picture. Features
such as painted frames, walls and other framing devices make this boundary
more explicit. When a figure or object appears to cross this boundary, it
symbolises a connection between worlds, the pictorial and the real.
The purpose and meaning of borders and boundaries have prompted artists
throughout history to question, explore, reinforce, or destroy the borders
inherent in paintings.

Inquiry Question

When do borders act
as boundaries and
when can they be
challenged?

Borders & Boundaries
Before your visit, explore artworks in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York to familiarise
yourself with this theme. Consider the different forms borders can take and how artists use these to communicate
meaning.

Fra Filippo Lippi
Portrait of a
Woman with a
Man at a
Casement c.1440

Giovanni di Paolo
(Giovanni di Paolo di
Grazia)
Madonna and Child with
Saints 1454

Johannes Vermeer
A Maid Asleep
c.1656–57

Attrib. Goya
(Francisco de
Goya y Lucientes)
Majas on a Balcony
c.1800–10

When do
borders act as
boundaries
and when can
they be
challenged?

Edgar Degas
A Woman Seated
beside a Vase of
Flowers (Madame Paul
Valpinçon?) 1865

Borders & Boundaries

Scan QR codes in
the exhibition to
access the mobile
companion site
Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

When do borders act as boundaries and when can they be challenged?

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child Enthroned
with Two Angels c.1440

Pieter Claesz
Still Life with a Skull and a
Writing Quill 1628

Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic Faith
c.1670–72

Edgar Degas
Dancers, Pink and Green
c.1890

Paul Cézanne
Still Life with Apples and Pears
c.1891–92

Claude Monet
Water Lilies 1916–19

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Two
Angels c.1440
This painting by Fra Filippo Lippi formed the central panel of an altarpiece. Originally the
Virgin was flanked on the left by Saints Augustine and Ambrose, and at the right by Saints
Gregory and Jerome to form a triptych decorating the back of an altar.
The shape and size of the panel acts as a physical border containing the figures, while the
throne on which the Virgin sits completely fills the picture plane. However, the pavement in
front of the Virgin projects into the viewer’s space, crossing over the boundary of the picture
plane.

Pieter Claesz
Still Life with a Skull
and a Writing Quill
1628
This small painting by Pieter Claesz
exemplifies the vanitas tradition, at once a
naturalistic still-life and a carefully crafted
allegory of mortality. It shows several objects
arranged on a stone slab: folded papers; an
ornate roemer (drinking glass); a leather pen
case; quill and ink; a skull; and an oil lamp
with a fine trail of smoke rising from the wick,
as if to suggest the passage of time and
brevity of life.
Here the toppled ink pot extends over the
edge of the stone slab and into the world of
the viewer. It may serve to reinforce the
message of the work, that death is inevitable.

Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic Faith
c.1670–72
Allegory of the Catholic Faith was made at a time when public celebrations of
Mass were prohibited and thus took place in ‘hidden churches’ in private
homes.
The painting of the Crucifixion visible in the background is based on a work
by Jacob Jordaens in Vermeer’s collection. The artist sets up a double border,
a painting within a painting.
To the left, a tapestry has been drawn back to frame as well as reveal the
space beyond. It suggests another kind of border between the viewer and the
secluded space that lies beyond.

Edgar Degas
Dancers, Pink and Green c.1890
Unusual vantage points and asymmetrical framing are a consistent
theme throughout Degas’s works, as he seeks to disrupt traditional
ideas of compositional balance.
In this work, the informality of the dancers caught at an off moment
indicates that the audience is privileged to witness an intimate
moment of backstage life. However, the almost abstract
background creates uncertainty as to the position of the viewer.

Paul Cézanne
Still Life with
Apples and Pears
c.1891–92
When figures or objects are cut off at the
edge of a painting, an image may seem
‘cropped', creating a sense that the world
in the painting extends beyond the
physical boundary of the canvas.
The compositional borders of a painting
position us at a specific vantage point and
control what we see. Objects near a
painting’s edge can direct our eyes into
the composition, or they may even carry
specific meaning.

Claude Monet
Water Lilies
1916–19
Monet’s framing of this painting of
the pond at Giverny deliberately
eliminates the horizon line — a very
common border in landscape
painting. The lack of a traditional
frame of reference gives the work
an infinite, limitless feeling.
Monet, does not paint out to the
edges of the canvas, choosing
rather to leave them exposed. This
acts to free the image from the
physical boundaries of the canvas,
and contributes to the
boundlessness of the work.

Borders & Boundaries
Back in the classroom, extend your inquiry to modern and contemporary artists.
Brian Dunlop | Room with a visitor 1979
https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/brian-dunlop-room-with-a-visitor-a-poster-for-social-distancing-australia/
Cressida Campbell | The lithographic studio (Griffith University) 1986
https://collection-online-beta.qagoma.qld.gov.au/objects/2783/
Margaret Olley | Interior IV 1970
https://collection-online-beta.qagoma.qld.gov.au/objects/14122/

Inquiry Question

John Citizen | Interior (Two paintings) 10 Nov. 2004 2004
https://collection-online-beta.qagoma.qld.gov.au/objects/14290/

When do borders act
as boundaries and
when can they be
challenged?

William Robinson | Rainforest and mist in afternoon light 2002
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/rainforest-and-mist-in-afternoon-light/
Fred Williams | Echuca landscape 1961
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/echuca-landscape/
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