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Dennis Miller Bunker, Jessica, 1890, oil on canvas, 26 ¼ × 24 ⅛ inches (66.67 × 61.28 cm). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Dennis Miller Bunker studied in Paris with Jean-Léon Gérôme before returning to paint and teach such students as William McGregor Paxton. A Bostonian, he was influenced by Abbott Henderson Thayer and was introduced to Impressionism through John Singer Sargent.
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For my parents and the poet


Painting is one of the highest means that God chose…to make man participate in all the most beautiful and best of what he had ever created.

—Giovan Paolo Lomazzo (Idea of the Temple of Painting, translated by Jean Julia Chai)
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Maria Oakey Dewing, Garden in May (detail), 1895, oil on canvas, 23 ⅝ × 32 ½ inches (60.1 × 82.5 cm). Smithsonian American Art Museum (Washington, D.C.). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artr​enewal.​org).
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Eastman Johnson, The Girl I Left Behind Me, circa 1872, oil on canvas, 42 × 34 ⅞ inches (106.7 × 88.7 cm). Smithsonian American Art Museum (Washington, D.C.). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Born in Maine, Eastman Johnson studied in Düsseldorf, Germany, and later in Paris with Thomas Couture. He was interested in furthering American painting and subject matter. Johnson lived through the Civil War; this painting captures the passion and emotion of a resilient people who faced hardship and separation.

 

PROLOGUE


But don’t be satisfied with stories, how things
have gone with others. Unfold your own myth, without complicated explanation,
so everyone will understand the passage,

We have opened you.

—Rumi (1207–73)



How do people manage to find a way for themselves in this world? I always thought it a miracle that a person can be born, grow up, leave his or her home, and make a credible life; as subject to chance and fate as a seed from a dandelion, blown through the air, resting where the circumstances perfectly conspire for it to grow. It always appeared equally possible that the wind could just blow the seed forever. To me, the process of successfully growing up never felt inevitable.

During my teenage years I felt that endlessly drifting was a distinct possibility. The ordinary often felt miraculous; things that seemed obvious to others stupefied me. The trees outside my bedroom window appeared slightly different every day—I found the view oddly and endlessly engaging. To my surprise, the road next to my house wasn’t black, but violet. I also began to wonder how I, whose only skill was to be easily stumped, could get a job—or if I even wanted a job.

By high school I made friends with my sketchbook. Through my sketchbook I found a means to engage with the world. I could finally start to ground my ideas through art. I brought this notebook everywhere with me. It was a place to record my thoughts; it formed a buffer against the world and a filter for my imagination.

When I graduated, through fate or grace, I found a rigorous art teacher who ran a private studio. I remember struggling. Everything I did seemed to come out painfully wrong. I even had to relearn how to hold my pencil. I recall my teacher yelling that he wouldn’t let me paint the back of his garage. Yet, in his studio, not only was it okay to look endlessly at the model or still life, it was required. Suddenly, the rules of the world made sense to me. Though never studious or brilliant academically, I found myself working through the night, relentlessly curious to learn all I could about artistic seeing. I discovered I was not alone, but part of a long tradition.
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Maria Olano, In the Meadow, 2014, pastel on paper, 9 × 12 inches (22.86 × 30.48 cm). Private collection.

Maria Olano turns her attention to the small forms found in nature in this subtle landscape in miniature.

Even though my first art education experience was difficult, it gave me momentum. I spent the next decade traveling to studios in Philadelphia, Minneapolis, and New York, learning from as many artists as I could, piecing together fragments of lost knowledge about the historical practice of making art. I was on a treasure hunt, and the clues were hidden in the memories of a few scattered individuals who still followed the tradition of drawing and painting and deep in history (recorded in diaries and books). A handful of art students, myself included, awoke to a deep sense of calling, as we sought to reconnect with and save what was disappearing.
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John Singer Sargent, Man Wearing Laurels, 1874–1880, oil on canvas, 17 ½ × 13 3/16 inches (44.45 × 33.47 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Los Angeles, CA). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

As a teenager, John Singer Sargent started his training in the studio of Carolus-Duran, an artist who stressed direct painting in the spirit of Velazquez.
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Jon deMartin, Faith in the Wilderness, 2006–07, oil on canvas, 26 × 53 inches (66.04 × 134.62 cm). Private collection.
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Entrance to Aristides Atelier, photograph by Andrei Kozlov.

My transition from student to teacher was gradual. I found teaching to be another way to continue learning as I was exposed to new artists and ideas. I started teaching at the Gage Academy of Art in Seattle, Washington. A group of students and I renovated a raw space, transforming it into a haven from the tumult of the world and allocating it for the study and creation of art. During the last night of the renovation, I painted the floors until I reached the door and then closed it behind me, not yet seeing the space completed. Early the next morning it was snowing. I wrestled with the unplowed streets, impatient to see the finished studio for the first time. I can’t describe the emotion I felt upon opening the door. We had turned a decimated room into an artistic monastery—the first full-time Atelier program in the Northwest.

Over time artists began to travel to Seattle to study with me, just as I had traveled to study with others. Atelier training is no longer a dying tradition. More studios are opening across the country than I can keep track of, and the number of students, once just a handful, is now in the thousands. Despite every reason why this movement might remain small, it continues to grow. There are people, like me, whose main gift appears to be curiosity, who love to investigate and marvel at the world around them. For those who share William Blake’s belief that “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite,” there will always be a place in ateliers for them to study.
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Vilhelm Hammershøi, Interior. Standgade 30, 1901, 1901, oil on canvas, 26 × 21 ⅝ inches (66 × 55 cm). Städel Museum (Frankfurt, Germany). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).
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Winslow Homer, Northeaster (detail), 1895; (reworked 1901), oil on canvas, 34 ½ × 50 inches (87.6 × 127 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, NY). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Winslow Homer fused his lithography background with illustration to create compelling narrative work featuring heroic figures in nature.
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INTRODUCTION


We work in the dark—we do what we can—we give what we have. Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task. The rest is the madness of art.

—Henry James (from “The Middle Years”)



I was recently heading out for an evening walk, and opened the door just as someone was ready to knock. A smiling man dressed like a college professor held up a postcard and said, “I have something of yours.” My mind raced, trying to place who he was and what he wanted. The postcard was addressed to me but had no postage. The man explained that he had just returned from the Galapagos Islands, where they have a tradition of putting mail in a barrel to be delivered by whomever was traveling closest to that part of the world. This practice dates back to a time when mail was delivered by sailors rather than professional mail carriers.

If you had asked me then, I would have guessed that letters posted using this system had as much chance of reaching their destinations as if they were folded into paper airplanes and flown off the back porch. Nonetheless, the man had looked through the barrel, knowing he would be in Seattle. And, as it turned out, I received my letter in less time than it took postcards I had written in Italy that summer to reach my friends in the States.

It struck me that there are similarities between painting today and mailing letters in the Galapagos. Painting cannot be called art while the uncomfortable element of faith is absent. Just as the residents of the Galapagos Islands trust their letters will reach their destinations, artists need to believe in the value and outcome of their work. There is no such thing as a flawless step-by-step system that results in a perfect product. Personal struggle, talent, inspiration, and passion, when combined with hard work, create a unique outcome. No matter how dedicated and prepared you are, when making art, you are stepping into the wilderness. From this uncertainty comes some of the joy and wonder of art. It is human, imperfect, and filled with mystery.
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Katherine Stone, Glad the Birds Are Gone Away, 2013, oil on panel, 32 × 18 inches (81.28 × 45.72 cm). Private collection.

Knowing there is much that can’t be controlled, it make sense to enter this profession well equipped for the areas that we can influence. This book is a record of the foundational painting skills that I learned as a student, I use in my own studio, and teach in my atelier. It offers many tools, solid artistic principles, step-by-step demonstrations, and hands-on lessons designed to increase your skill. It contains time-honored techniques and those gained through personal experience and shows works of past ages along those of contemporary artists. And finally, it includes essays that focus on specific questions that tend to crop up during a course of study, such as, How do I deal with criticism? and How do I keep going when I feel stuck?

This book progresses much as you would be taught in an atelier. The study builds on a progression from flat, abstracted painting in black and white to a focus on developing form, followed by studies using a limited palette, and, finally, paintings in full color. It is worth noting that in an atelier you spend at least a year drawing, and for that important subject I have written two books: Classical Drawing Atelier and Lessons in Classical Drawing.
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Charles Weed, Oak and Beech, 2010, oil on canvas, 15 ¾ × 23 ⅝ inches (40 × 60 cm). Private collection.

In this painting, Charles Weed employs rich chiaroscuro to convey the essence of the woods. Weed paints like a modern day George Inness (a nineteenth-century artist who has influenced many contemporary American landscape painters).

Learning from a book is not the same as studying in person in a studio; however, books share the knowledge of a community and provide encouragement from people on the same path, allowing you to follow at your own pace. The creation of art requires intense focus and a stretch of uninterrupted time, which, for many of us, may be the hardest part. Yet this undistracted time is essential, since art stubbornly exists on a different timeline than the quick pace of modern life. It reveals itself by degree and it is worth waiting for. While a teacher, or a book, can make space, provide structure, and facilitate growth, in the end, the journey is one of self-education.
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Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1817, oil on canvas, 37 5/18 × 29 7/16 inches (94.8 × 74.8 cm). Hamburger Kunsthalle (Hamburg, Germany). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Casper David Friedrich was a German Romantic whose melancholic temperament and love of nature helped him produce a compelling body of work. He believed that artwork of substance was born from introspection and solitude.
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Marie Bashkirtseff, In the Studio, 1881, oil on canvas, 60 ⅝ × 74 inches (154 × 188 cm). Dnipropetrovsk State Art Museum (Dnipropetrovsk, Ukraine). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Marie Bashkirtseff, shown seated with her palette, painted her classmates working from the life model at the Académie Julian, one of the few studios open to women in nineteenth-century Paris. You can see many objects still found in a contemporary atelier—the paintings hanging on the wall, the skeleton for anatomy reference, and the model stand—yet surprisingly few easels appear.

There is a correlation between the act of seeing, the arts (in every form), and a life worth living. Interestingly, the same habits and skills required to become an artist are also needed to become a fully realized person. “Everyone is born with a mind,” writes William Deresiewicz, “but it is only through introspection observation, connecting the head and the heart, making meaning of experience, and finding an organizing purpose that you build a unique individual self.” The same could be said of finding your artistic voice.

A painting education may have a starting date, but there is no natural ending. The branches of artistic knowledge take several lifetimes to explore. After foundational studies, we all end up specializing in what is most interesting to us. The goal of this book is to provide a strong start, knowing that this will be only a brief introduction in a process of lifelong education. How you choose to apply your training will be part of your own story. What you add to the world through your art will be your gift to others. Henry James noted that, “A tradition is kept alive only by something being added to it.” I hope that this book will be a useful tool, enabling you to more clearly add your voice to this great tradition, providing a legacy for those who come after us.
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Jefferson David Chalfant, Bouguereau’s Atelier at Académie Julian, Paris, 1891, oil on panel, 11 ¼ × 14 ½ inches. (28.6 × 36.8 cm), de Young museum (San Francisco, CA). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

The Académie Julian was a Parisian studio popular with American students such as Cecilia Beaux and Robert Henri. The studio was a warehouse packed with students; light from the large skylights flowed down over the figures, which appeared luminous against the dark walls.
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Giulio Aristide Sartorio, The Poem of Human Life (detail), completed 1901, medium unknown, dimensions unknown. Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Ca’ Pesaro (Venice, Italy). Photo credit: Cameraphoto Arte, Venice/© Art Resource, NY.

Giulio Aristide Sartorio was an Italian artist whose limited-palette paintings combine the romantic energy of a drawing with the elegance of a classical frieze. Line and tone conveyed all that was necessary for Sartorio to consider a piece a completed work.

 

CHAPTER 1

VALUE PATTERN

an arrangement in gray


To look at a thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does not see anything until one sees its beauty.

—Oscar Wilde (from “The Decay of Lying”)



We have all experienced moments of eye-catching beauty, when even the least artistic among us are flooded with a sense of visual wonder. Yet, such moments are rare. The necessity of day-to-day living means that our sight is mainly used for negotiating life, rather than meditating on its beauty. We “see” in words, quickly identifying items—such as a faucet, table, bag, and hand—and in the process reduce and compress a complex visual reality. Our everyday lives depend on our ability to quickly absorb and interpret large amounts of data. In the midst of a busy day it’s difficult to remember that the items in our sight are not just waiting for us to identify and use them; they are uniquely oriented in space, surrounded by light, and have their own reality. Only after we see something apart from its usefulness can it fall into the sphere of art.

How does a person see objects as more than a collection of tools and instruments and find unexpected beauty in the ordinary? The answer may seem simple; it starts with really looking. Artists take the time to look at great length and with concentrated attention at their subjects, allowing them to gradually come into focus. This attention moves an object from background to foreground. Yet making art requires more than patient study; artists need to take practical steps to gain fresh insight.

Finding Formal Shapes

The study of value (black, white, and gray) is an important first step in translating life into art. The artist begins by viewing objects as tonal shapes, and then grouping and sorting these shapes. Artists often squint, looking at the world through half-closed lids (which reduces the amount of information hitting the eye), in order to simplify nature. Squinting flattens an object, reducing its color, and abstracting the subject into an arrangement of shapes. Twentieth-century French painter and writer André Lhote observed, “Every object, if for a moment you forget all knowledge you have of its shape, its color, and its substance, becomes a source of unexpected images, and the ecstasy of their capture provides the poetic imagination of the spectator with a springboard of an entirely novel character.” In other words, like looking for characters in clouds, if we allow ourselves to see our subject in a new way it can lead to some surprising results.
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    Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot, Orpheus Leading Eurydice from the Underworld, 1861, oil on canvas, 44 ⅜ × 54 inches (112.7 × 137.2). Museum of Fine Arts (Houston, TX). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center (artre​newal.​org).

Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot was a French landscape artist who was known for his muted palette and atmospheric harmony of tones. Corot was considered a master of grays; his muted earth palette was well suited for his love of value over color.

The ability to simplify any subject into an arrangement of large value shapes often separates the experienced painter from an amateur. I think of this stage as the poetry of a painting because the goal is to create a rich emotional statement using the fewest components; however, instead of words, painters use shapes. These blocks of value become the compositional anchor for a work of art. Paintings, as they progress, can gain in nuance and information; yet the big impact is determined right from the start.

Value pattern (the abstract treatment of lights and darks) elevates a subject from a statement of fact to a meditation on the largest principles in art. It is a painterly way of seeing that enables artists to capture the essential visual truths of nature that lie behind the myriad details. We will spend the rest of this chapter discussing ways to more deeply explore this important subject.
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Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, The Poor Fisherman, 1881, oil on canvas, 61 ¼ × 75 ¾ inches (155.5 × 192.5 cm). Musée d’Orsay (Paris, France). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Pierre Puvis de Chavannes studied with Eugene Delacroix and Thomas Couture. His breadth of vision and simplified aesthetic made him a pioneer of modern painting. Flat, expansive shapes are emphasized in his paintings over the illusion of light and shadow. Small shapes are subordinated into larger ones as he seeks to create a monumental composition.
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James McNeill Whistler, Nocturne: Blue and Gold—Southampton Water, 1872, oil on canvas, 19 ⅞ × 29 5/16 inches (50.5 × 76 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago (Chicago, IL). Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

James McNeill Whistler created his paintings as a nod to music, even titling works “arrangements” or “harmonies”. He was influenced by the simplicity of Japanese prints and his ethereal washes of tone imply a subject rather than state it.

A goal of artistic study is to gain a heightened sense of gratitude toward the visual world. This appreciation changes our perception, and in turn, our artistic practices. By consciously breaking down the natural process of seeing through the study of shape, line, value, and color, we create an avenue into an artistic mode of observing the world around us, as visitors. We learn to see a subject abstractly, for pleasure, as the image hits our retinas, and are no longer bound to name what we see or keep inventory. This new perspective can bring a renewed sense of wonder, replacing what we thought we knew with what is truly there.

The Poetry of Painting

Once I joined a weekend poetry class and spent hours on a Northwest beach trying to put my thoughts to words. The goal was to distill complex layers of meaning and emotion into a few lines. I went over my poem for days afterward in painstaking deliberation: “Not gray but slate…no, ashen feels right…Then again, perhaps not….” The whole experience took remarkable concentration because nothing could be extraneous. Words, which I have always used freely, now had to be pared down to the essentials. In painting, when you start exploring ways to organize a scene, this same kind of focused attention and deliberate refinement is necessary to ensure you express exactly what you intend. The pleasing arrangement of tonal shapes in a painting is a form of visual poetry.
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Arthur Wesley Dow, Marsh Creek, 1905, pencil woodcut printed in colors, hand printed on laid paper, 4 ¼ × 7 inches (10.8 × 17.8 cm). Collection of Stephen Gray. Image courtesy of the Art Renewal Center® (artre​newal.​org).

Arthur Wesley Dow believed that “spacing is the very groundwork of design.” His paintings, inspired by Japanese woodblock prints, are representational abstractions, a balance between expansive tones and natural subject matter.


In great paintings, small shapes are often consolidated into the largest possible groupings.



Woodblock prints provide a clear representation of such poetry. Many examples of simple light and dark value patterns can readily be seen in the elegant, graphic nature of prints. The medium itself requires the artist, like the poet, to work within narrowly defined limits. Many painters in the past, from Rembrandt and Goya to 
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