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Foreword


I won an out-of-town scholarship to the Art Students League in 1955 and stayed at the YMCA for 79 cents a night if I made my own bed. Stewart Klonis was the president of the Art Students League at the time, and Rosina Florio was the registrar. She said when I arrived I jumped up on her desk and said, “Hurray!”

I studied with Robert Beverly Hale, George Grosz, Vaclav Vytlacil, Edwin Dickinson, Sidney Dickinson, Morris Kantor, Will Barnet, and all the old-timers. The school was all about drawing and composition. My previous teacher, Cameron Booth, who had taught at the Art Students League and taught me at the University of Minnesota, excelled in both and gave me a good grounding before I arrived in New York City.

New York was intimidating. I walked everywhere and never took the subway. The museums were free, empty, and like sanitariums; today they are packed. I would see Marlon Brando and Wally Cox having coffee at the MoMA coffee shop. Life was free and casual. I applied myself and attended night classes at the Art Students League until I caught pneumonia and went to the Roosevelt Hospital Welfare Ward. I had a close artist friend, Ray Donarski, who lent me his last 5 dollars after he borrowed 10 dollars from painter Henry Pearson. Life was precarious but interesting.

My fellow students were Ray Donarski, Takeshi Asada, Chuck Hinman, and Lee Bontecou. The art world was small—57th Street, 10th Street, 23rd Street—with few galleries and few museum shows. Besides making art, my energies were directed to finding new lofts or apartments and getting enough to eat. My friends and I would do eating combines; we would chip in 50 cents and make huge meals. All you could eat. Also we would keep cheap apartments and pass them along as much as possible—the rents were 23 dollars a month. It was our underground. I would continue to go to free art classes at the Art Students League and continue to draw. A friend told me about a great job with the Stearns family in Irvington, New York. I went to see them, and Joyce Stearns jumped out the front door and said, “Hop in my Wildcat and I’ll show you the castle.” We were fixed a lunch, and Joyce said, “What do you think?” The job was to watch the children and chauffeur the family. I said, “I’ll take it.” Tending bar for the Stearns in 1956 I met Romare Bearden and John Chamberlain. And I later became friends with both of them.

The Art Students League showed me that methods are simple but the results can be incredible. All the paintings in museums around the world are merely minerals mixed mostly in oil, smeared on cloth by the hairs from the back of a pig’s ear (a Chinese bristle brush). And all the famous drawings in most museums are done merely with burnt wood (charcoal) drawn on parchment. With these basic materials you can do most anything. The seriousness of the teaching at the Art Students League had an impact and helped me use my materials to explore the fantastic.

—JAMES ROSENQUIST, artist and former Art Students League student







Preface

Whether civilization gave birth to art or art to civilization, the two are inseparable. From the first time images were made on the walls of caves going back forty millennia, there has been an enduring enchantment with the art of painting and our ability to interpret what we see—which in turn deepens our understanding of nature and the nature of being human. Along with survival, communication is our strongest imperative, and that ongoing drive has given birth to the creation of different forms of language to bring clarity to what we perceive. Painting conveys perceptions that words cannot. We continue to be inspired by the likes of Rembrandt, Poussin, Titian, Velázquez, Rubens, Vermeer, Ingres, Corot, Cézanne, Picasso, Matisse, O’Keeffe, de Kooning, and so many more whose art endures today and will speak to generations to come. As one creates a picture from observation there is an awareness and a palpable sensation of being connected to the world we are observing. At first, we’re fascinated that through the application of viscous colored material to a blank surface, we can make a picture appear like what we’re seeing. That’s when the journey begins. As when we learned to speak or even to walk, the beginnings are clumsy. The idea of “painting what we see” steers our thinking well before we learn to understand how to see. The language of visual art is as complex as any other, with intrinsic grammar and vocabulary that take many years of commitment, discipline, and guidance to master.

After time, the brush becomes an extension of one’s hand. Intuition relieves the brain of overthinking and overanalysis. Seeing becomes perceiving. Subject matter is form, color, and space animated by a face, figure, landscape, or still life, or it can be without any literal reference. There is artistry in each paint stroke as the brush makes its way across the surface, like a signature with no name, just indications of cognizance spoken with color.

At the Art Students League of New York, more classes are devoted to painting than to any other discipline. As the League has grown with the times, so has the number of approaches to the medium. The language of art has many dialects, and we initially choose what suits our temperament. Whether academic realism, chiaroscuro, expressionism, or abstraction, the means of communicating with paint are endless, and the creation of art—to both painter and viewer—remains as significant today as it has been since before the dawn of recorded history.

—IRA GOLDBERG, executive director, Art Students League of New York
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Introduction: Miracle on 57th Street

This book is about how painting is taught today at the Art Students League of New York. When I joined the faculty ten years ago, it was to teach drawing and painting. Recovering from a serious pulmonary illness, I acquired an intolerance of oil paint, solvents, and painting mediums. I was forced to reinvent my studio practice in favor of water-based mediums. At first, I was stunned. It was almost like losing the use of one’s dominant hand and having to learn to do everything with the opposite one. Painting today, I can’t recall oil being any different. It just feels like painting.

The book is divided into three parts, the first of which is a series of lessons in print. Ten League instructors describe in their own words their artistic practice, teaching philosophy, and instructional methods with step-by-step demonstrations of specific concepts and processes, which are illustrated in sequence.

The second part features contributions from five instructors who employ more discursive, critical-of-tutorial approaches to teaching describing how they inform, motivate, and empower students. Each of the chapters is illustrated with artworks by not only the instructors but also their students, in the form of student galleries at the end of each chapter. Showcasing student work is an important part of the League (see Concours, this page).

The final part features interviews that reveal the nature of artistic discussion at the League.

The League promotes no specific style or aesthetic, but its teaching artists share a respect for the physical object and the craft processes used to create them. Subjects taught at any mainstream design school—such as graphic design, photography, performance, and video—are not offered at the League, which at the same time does on occasion run classes in drawing for animation, illustration, and conceptual practices. In effect, the League is an incubator for dozens of one-room studio schools.

This book delivers the reader into eighteen of these learning environments.

What Painting Is

Knowing how painting is taught requires knowing what painting is. Since the Renaissance, the art of painting has been the loftiest realm of pictorial design, the domain of genius. Giotto rediscovered spatial depth and volume, which revolutionized pictorial composition. Leonardo da Vinci married painting to empirical science and engineering. Michelangelo went a step further and did everything. Titian released color from the restrictions of line, and Rubens elevated the rank of painter to a kind of nobility. The popular notion that painting evolves from style to style, movement to movement, from one breakthrough to the next was articulated after Darwin published The Origin of Species. The proliferation of aesthetic manifestos and modern art movements during the twentieth century mimicked and often identified with political revolution and reform. The official version of the story of modern art was concocted for political reasons.



[image: ][image: ]




Kenyon Cox

Study for the Seal of the Art Students League of New York

1889, pencil on paper, 18.5 × 15 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.








Critics and theorists seldom make paintings. Painters make paintings. The urge to spend hours, days, and even weeks in front of an easel, trying to reveal an imagined form that has yet to appear, is no different today than it was tens of thousands of years ago.

Painting is a formation of ideas, materials, and sensations that abides within a physical work of art we call a “painting”—not just the object itself. The superficial attributes of ordinary paintings can be determined at a glance, but great works demand study, inspire meditation, and reward reflection.

Teaching painting goes far beyond merely teaching a student how to produce images by manipulating colored materials on dedicated surfaces. Once upon a time there may have been debates about whether or not pastel is a painting medium, or if monochromatic images are paintings. None of these distinctions are particularly useful today, when artists work within expanding histories of art that encompass sand paintings by Tibetan monks, ink paintings on silk by medieval Chinese philosophers, and works by untrained outsiders.

Painting today is also being shaped by new technical parameters of visual art that are refined and updated on an almost daily basis. Those who define painting as technique see this as the death of painting, which is informed by material culture but not defined by it. New media simply challenge old habits—and force us to devise fresh, personal ways to find and shape meaning in the visible world.

As a formation of visual ideas, painting cannot be confined to a definition based on materials and processes, any more than Shakespeare can be defined by the use of quill pens or Hemingway by typewriters, even if mastery of such devices was necessary.

Sound pedagogy and student practice must balance attention paid to materials and techniques with composition and theory. While the goal is to learn how to form coherent visual ideas into paintings, students are often required to possess a basic knowledge of drawing as a prerequisite. Most teaching artists will aver that the study of drawing is a useful and necessary prologue to the study of painting. It is the bridge between theory and practice.

In serious painting, materials and techniques are subordinate to expression, regarded by some as a necessary inconvenience and by others as sensuality. Knowing how materials behave is essential to the craft of painting. While technique may be but a means to an end, the process that makes a painting is integral to its formation. The three pillars of painting are theory, practice, and expression. What is painting? How is a painting made? What does it convey?

Origins

In a Greek myth, painting was born when the maiden Dibutades, the daughter of a Corinthian potter, traced the shadow of her sleeping lover’s profile, cast by the lamplight onto the wall.
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1906–7, oil on canvas, 31.25 × 24 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.
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Ernest Lawson

Sunrise

c. 1891–92, oil on canvas, 20 × 28 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.








Painting is known to have been practiced in a far more distant time as a ritual dimension of Paleolithic nature-worship by shamanic hunter-societies whose language and mythology is unknown to us—people with whom we are connected by an ancient genome.

Visual manifestations of language began as pictures that later evolved into characters, letters, and writing systems. The role of painting in society shifted, changed, and evolved, and like any durable organism, the form survived the rise and fall of technologies, from subterranean walls to floor mosaics, stained glass, and illuminated manuscripts, from tapestries and frescoes to billboards.

Marks on the Wall

Animistic pre-literate societies created votive, ritual, and fetish images as spiritual vessels, objects of worship, and talismans against ill fortune. Cave paintings in Lascaux in the Dordogne and Altamira in Spain are the earliest known examples of a long tradition of ritual stone-art that is still practiced today by traditionalists among Native American, Australian Aboriginal, Asian, and African societies. Because these were, and remain, societies that embrace animistic religious beliefs, or preserve traditional arts today as secular assertions of cultural identity, we can infer that rock walls covered with petroglyphs, or those upon which cave painters worked, were not indifferent, mute, or passive. They were alive. Stone was their flesh. Those who adorned it also decorated their own skin with paint and with tattoos—an ancient practice today enjoying a renaissance. Neolithic artists used pigments harvested from earth and mixed them with milk, fat, blood, and water. Protein-based paint has the greatest longevity and durability. Perishable goods like animal skin clothing and shelters, and wooden tools and weapons would also have been decorated. The domestication of livestock and poultry created a ready supply of milk and eggs, which in turn led to the invention of casein and egg-tempera painting. The development of masonry and carpentry provided painters with both interior and exterior surfaces to be decorated. Wood and plaster rapidly became the most prevalent surfaces to benefit from the painter’s art. Painting developed into a trade practiced and learned in workshops, but in time that too evolved into an art practiced by geniuses. From milk and eggs to encaustic, fresco secco, and buon fresco, from the invention of oil painting, watercolor, pastels, acrylics, and alkyds to iPads and Wacom tablets, studio practice is always stalking new technology. Regardless of which tools we find at hand, whenever new painting begins, we are standing in a cave, scratching marks on the wall with a burnt stick.

Painters

The first historic painters to be known by name—regarded as more than tradesmen—first appear in antiquity. Zeuxis and Apelles in Greece, Gu Kaizhi in China, and Vatsyayana in India are remembered individually, while their predecessors remain anonymous. The emergence of painters with individual reputations, distinct from workshops operated under the auspices of temples and royal courts, seems to be linked to changes in society. Poets won laurels by preserving oral tradition, while the makers of mute objects rose to fame along with their wealthy patrons who treasured artistic genius. Poets were to a community as a whole what visual artists were to powerful individuals, whose influence elevated their standing in society. The hardships that followed the fall of Rome cast painters back into the ranks of tradesmen, from which they reemerged in the thirteenth century. Shattering Byzantine archetypes by reviving the dimensional space of Greco-Roman painting brought fame to Cimabue, Duccio, and Giotto. Scholars, artists, poets, and architects were the midwives at the rebirth of ancient knowledge. The van Eyck brothers’ drying oil and the invention of glazing achieved startling naturalistic effects, but Caravaggio was the first painter to work primarily from life, a process that in the hands of Rembrandt, Vermeer, and Chardin reached a kind of maturity. The Enlightenment triggered democratic revolutions celebrated in the paintings of Jacques-Louis David, John Trumbull, and Eugène Delacroix. The rise of industrialism inadvertently sparked an explosion of landscape painting. Painters like Joseph Mallord William Turner, Caspar David Friedrich, and Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot traveled to and from distant motifs via mechanized vehicles like steamboats and railroads.

A reunion of science and art inspired works by William Hodges, John James Audubon, Carl Rottmann, and Frederic Edwin Church. Nineteenth-century Bohemian aestheticism redefined painters as free agents, rebels, and pioneers. Gauguin, van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec, and Whistler rejected the optically mimetic confines of both impressionism and the artistes Pompiers in favor of more personal expression. Cézanne dismissed the tyranny of the eye by devising a rigorous process of observation and description that did not simply reproduce visual experience but reconfigured it in a way that was personal, rational, and accessible to younger artists like Braque and Picasso, who used it as a springboard for their own experiments and discoveries.

The subsequent phenomenon of European modernism was manifested in dozens of new styles, forms, and practices. With the rise of abstraction, painting remained the dominant form of personal artwork well past the middle of the twentieth century.

Today new genres, mediums, and audiences focused on cults of celebrity have displaced painting from a position of primacy. Art makers in many instances have been replaced by art directors, following the example of the late Andy Warhol. Someone recently remarked to me that painters have become more like poets or jazz musicians. I can think of worse fates.

Regardless of how art is exhibited, bought, and sold, people are still drawn to painting. The impulse to pick up a brush and form an idea is mysteriously hardwired into our nature. We might do it for pleasure or make a go of it as a profession. Painting promises to reward a basic desire to make visible something we imagine or to understand something we behold. Whether or not our toils produce works of art is coincidental. Painting is both the desire and the reward.
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Will Barnet

Portrait of Djordje Milicevic

1967, oil on canvas, 37.5 × 21.5 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.
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Allen Tucker

Apple Tree

1920–9, oil on canvas, 30 × 36 in.








Students and Teachers

The practice of teaching studio-art subjects to large groups of students began in the sixteenth century. The Carracci brothers are credited with devising the first atelier school: Accademia degli Incamminati in the university city of Bologna. Prior to that, artists were trained under recognized masters, working as assistants and apprentices. Entering studio workshops as preteens, students were assigned at first menial tasks and received basic instruction—perhaps copying prints. Those who demonstrated promise and dedication might be elevated to the rank of apprentice, assisting the master on commissions. In time they would submit an original work of their own—a masterpiece—that when approved, would serve as their diploma. Newly minted masters would then seek patronage to underwrite the creation of their own ateliers, where they would take in students of their own, following the same practices that shaped their training.

By the late Renaissance, apprenticeship had become obsolete. Artists no longer regarded themselves as mere craftsmen. Young people desiring to enter the profession sought to be educated in the arts more than just trained in a trade. The academy model had the advantage of letting students work under many masters instead of only one. Under the apprenticeship system, students had to win their independence by competing not only with their peers but also with their masters.

The academy system recognized the individuality of new students, if not their fitness to be recognized practitioners. Annual concours exhibitions tracked student progress. It was from these exhibitions—and later, acceptance into the official salon exhibitions—that students graduated from the classroom to professionalism.

By the end of the eighteenth century, fine arts academies were formed throughout the Western world—from Paris and London to Mexico, and from Charleston, New York, and Philadelphia to Rio de Janeiro. During the first quarter of the nineteenth century, that number almost doubled. After the Civil War, a crop of new museums scattered across the country, equipped with affiliated art schools, such as the Corcoran Institute in Washington, DC; the Art Institute of Chicago; the Boston Museum of Fine Arts; the Layton School of Art in Milwaukee; and the Philadelphia Art Museum. These were the precursors to today’s leading design schools—a second wave that represented an evolution from the existing system of art instruction represented by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, the Art Academy of Cincinnati, and the school of the National Academy of Design.

A Community of Learning

The Art Students League of New York was formed in 1875 by a disgruntled band of students from the National Academy Museum and School who defected to a rented cockloft a few blocks away and began running classes on their own. Life drawing classes began meeting at once, but soon afterward, painting, printmaking, and sculpture were added to the League’s course offerings. Instructors met their students each week at an appointed time in studio classrooms controlled by the League. Students enrolled month by month. No degrees were offered in an environment where students learned at their own pace. The League still operates in this manner. It has always harbored divergent points of view on the theory and practice of painting. In its early years, battles raged between instructors like William Merritt Chase, trained in Munich, or Kenyon Cox, trained in Paris. A century later, instructors and students quarreled over the validity of abstraction versus figuration. In the wake of the 1913 Armory Show, exponents of the new art clashed with the guardians of tradition. Modern art took root in the United States. Many League instructors were homegrown talent like John French Sloan, Stuart Davis, Reginald Marsh, Thomas Hart Benton, and Will Barnet, while artist-instructors like Jean Charlot, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, and George Grosz hailed from Latin America, Asia, and Europe. From the late nineteenth century through the nineteen-sixties the League trained generations of outstanding young artists such as Georgia O’Keeffe, Lee Krasner, Jackson Pollock, James Rosenquist, Audrey Flack, and Ai Weiwei.

When the Art Students League of New York relocated from 15th Street to its present location at 215 West 57th Street in Manhattan in 1894, access to artistic training had reached a historic high-water mark that would be exceeded fifty years later when the GI Bill of Rights and subsequent baby boom swelled enrollments at colleges and universities that soon clamored to establish new professional programs in studio art, theater, dance, creative writing, and music. By the late twentieth century, these programs were flourishing. More than a decade later, many are foundering due to a miscalculation of the impact of digital media on analog skills at a time of financial hardship.

The Art Students League of New York has been unaffected by these forces mostly because it has unswervingly adhered to its original mission and model. It chose not to reconfigure itself as an accredited art college, which led to a decline in the number of professional students and the subsequent rise in the number of students seeking personal enrichment. In recent years this trend has reversed.

The digital age took everyone by surprise when animation design sparked a renewed interest in freehand life drawing. Students who seek professional training in traditional analog arts like painting, sculpture, and printmaking are migrating back to studio schools and private ateliers located in urban centers. Anticipating this shift, the Art Students League of New York launched new outreach programs and established partnerships with accredited colleges and universities, an artist residency program, and venues for students to exhibit their work. Open studio classes run as they have for nearly 140 years on a monthly basis, each mounting an annual class concours exhibition in the galleries. The instructors who teach these classes are professional artists who collectively represent a broad spectrum of aesthetic and instructional philosophies. This book is a visit in print that lets the reader be a fly on the wall, to witness how painting is taught at the League today. Most of its teaching studios are located in the historic 1894 American Fine Arts Society building designed by Henry Janeway Hardenbergh at 215 West 57th Street. The school is open seven days a week offering a wide array of full- and part-time classes. Lectures, special programs, and workshops supplement the regular slate of courses. Apart from the flagship facility in midtown Manhattan, the League operates an artist residency program thirty miles north in Rockland County, as well as instructor-led study-abroad programs. Today’s League operates more as a community of learning for visual artists who see themselves as object makers. It is also a magnet for individuals within the community—be they permanent residents or visitors to New York who wish to improve themselves and enrich their lives through art.

—JAMES L. MCELHINNEY, New York, 2015
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Headlines

1976, etching, 5.875 × 11.75 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.
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But in His Duty Prompt at Every Call…(Illustration for the Deserted Village)

1911, charcoal on paper, 20 × 16 in. The Art Students League of New York, NY.











Part 1


LESSONS AND DEMOS
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Ephraim Rubenstein

Still Life with Burned Books

1997, oil on linen, 39 × 50 in.











HENRY
FINKELSTEIN

Henry Finkelstein is a representational painter whose priorities are process, composition, and expression. Born into an artistic family—the son of distinguished painter-educators the late Gretna Campbell and Louis Finkelstein—Henry Finkelstein earned his BFA from Cooper Union and his MFA from Yale. He is an active member of the National Academy of Design. His courses at the League focus on the reciprocal importance of drawing and painting—how the one practice necessarily informs the other.
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Henry Finkelstein

Interior with Bust of Minerva

2011, oil on canvas, 46 × 40 in.








HENRY FINKELSTEIN

On Painting, with a Critique

I paint from observation, mostly out of doors in the landscape. Color, light, space, and volume are central to my explorations. Rhythm also, the way one form flows into another, helps my drawing become more credible. Ultimately, I arrive at a sense of place.

As a student in the late seventies and early eighties at Cooper Union and at Yale, I also studied with artists of the abstract expressionist generation, who talked of painting as an act of discovery, of technique as a kind of performance. They drew on the history of art going back several centuries. It made me appreciate art as a tradition much larger than the particular genre in which I worked.

My Teaching

Essentially, my teaching is all about plasticity—relationships of form, color, and shape, and developing a unified visual statement with them. In my class, students mostly work from observation, but this is not required. While they work, I present many elements of the visual language. We look at drawings and paintings from history, old and new, to find visual ideas being repeated and seen anew through time.

Students are encouraged to deepen their knowledge and discover something new in each work that they produce. My approach to teaching is traditional, but not academic. That is, I engage students in the visual culture, but I avoid formulas. I encourage them to search, to discover, in an intelligent way, and not so much to create a product. This can be frustrating for some students at first, when I don’t demonstrate for them how to make a picture. But they soon catch on that this is because neither of us really knows how we should paint. It is very rewarding for both of us to find out. Ultimately, their results—the fruits of their labor—become talismans of their learning.

Marquet Assignment

I might offer approaches or “assignments,” and these naturally come from my own experience as a painter. But I try to stand back enough for them to discover what they can do with these ideas for themselves. And this can only happen as they work. This assignment is something that I offer both to beginning students and to ones who have already been painting for a long time. It even plays a part in my own painting process. I like the universality of it.

Based on the paintings of Albert Marquet I ask students to work from a studio “setup” using a figure, still life, or interior setting, making paintings
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A LESSON IN PRINT: TWO STUDENT CRITIQUES
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