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INTRODUCTION



	STUDY

	Pay close attention and see things in a fresh light.
Alex Katz J.M.W. Turner Vincent van Gogh




	REMEMBER THIS

	Distil sights into inventive new forms.
Maria Bartuszová Lee Krasner Henry Moore




	A FRESH PERSPECTIVE

	Learn the advantages of a different angle.
Georges Braque Thomas Struth




	DO IT TO SCALE

	Get some distance to view the world a different way.
Vija Celmins Anselm Kiefer Richard Serra




	SEE IN COLOUR

	Filter your thoughts through colour, shape and pattern.
Josef Albers Yayoi Kusama




	STARE INTO SPACE

	Look around – and between – objects to reinvigorate your work.
Alexander Calder Anthony Caro Anish Kapoor




	THE SPEED OF SIGHT

	Give yourself time to view, review and be still.
Fiona Banner Julie Mehretu Bill Viola




	SEE THE UNSEEN

	Embrace what others overlook to challenge the norm.
Susan Hiller Zoe Leonard




	YOUR OWN POINT OF VIEW

	Share your own unique take on the world.
William Kentridge Berthe Morisot Wolfgang Tillmans





COLOUR PLATES


How to use this Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Introduction

The world’s greatest artists not only see the world differently, they make us see it differently too. Take a closer look with some of art’s visionaries. Through their methods, learn practical steps to energise your practice. Discover creative tools to help you appreciate the world through new eyes.

[image: Illustration] Let Vincent van Gogh and J.M.W. Turner convince you of the value of studying hard.

[image: Illustration] Watch how Henry Moore and Lee Krasner turn what they’ve seen into inventive new forms.

[image: Illustration] Find out why Georges Braque wanted to get a fresh perspective – and why you should too.

[image: Illustration] Discover a colourful new outlook on life with the help of Josef Albers and Yayoi Kusama.

[image: Illustration] Explore new expanses of space with Alexander Calder and Anish Kapoor.

[image: Illustration] Follow the example of Julie Mehretu and Bill Viola by taking it slow.

[image: Illustration] Learn to see what other people overlook with Susan Hiller.

[image: Illustration] Be inspired by Berthe Morisot and Wolfgang Tillmans to share your point of view.

Treat this book as an invitation to see things your own way. Carry it with you and pull it out when you need some smart thinking to inspire you, or perhaps to challenge you. These innovative artists will give you the confidence to look at things differently and to share your viewpoint with the world.
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ALEX KATZ
J.M.W. TURNER
VINCENT VAN GOGH

We can take the act of seeing for granted, but how closely do we really look? It’s easy to be lazy with our attention, to rely on quickly made assumptions about how things appear. But learning to see – to really see – is essential for an artist. British artist J.M.W. Turner, Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh and American artist Alex Katz show how it is possible to learn to look – to refine how one sees the world, and consequently one’s art – through dedicated study. For these artists, this is an intensive, ongoing process, and the result is a unique artistic perspective. Follow their example and learn how to take a long, hard look for yourself.
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When Vincent van Gogh decided to become an artist, he set himself a course of study. As well as independently reading up on topics such as perspective and anatomy, he spent hours analysing and copying works of art. He amassed his own collection of artworks, including British black-and-white illustrations and Japanese woodblock prints. Van Gogh’s surviving letters illuminate what he found: a striking composition, for example, or an effective technique. Sometimes – as with the black-and-white prints – it was the subject matter. He was drawn to works printed in publications such as The Graphic that showed the urban working classes as well as those on society’s fringe, such as the homeless. Van Gogh described The Graphic’s artists as ‘the great portrayers of the people’, and sought similar subjects for himself.1 With each work, he discovered and was inspired by different elements – he shows that there are many ways to look at a work.

Van Gogh’s dedicated personal study gave him a strong foundation on which to build in his own art. What start as copies become, over time, your own. The art critic David Sylvester compared the representation of space in Alex Katz’s work to that of the early Renaissance painter Piero della Francesca. Katz responded that such influence was unconscious: ‘You’ve done so much that it’s your vocabulary,’ he said. ‘The way you put a sentence together.’2

[image: illustration]

You can also study your subject matter directly, or – in Van Gogh’s words – attempt to ‘capture things first-hand’.3 He was writing about his use of a sketchbook, an important tool in recording what an artist sees.

Turner always carried at least one sketchbook, and he experimented with them in different ways. On their pages, he varied his media as well as his methods, depending on the subject and the time available. In some, the background is prepped with a wash of colour – as when he recorded his 1801 visit to Scotland, scraping at the wash to expose the underlying white paper. Sometimes he began with coloured paper – for example using dark brown for a series of night-time sketches of Venice in the 1840s. A sketchbook is your personal record – use it in a way that’s personal to you.


DRAW DAILY

To get into the habit of using your sketchbook, challenge yourself to do a set of drawings on a specific subject: one each day for a week, or even a month. You can pick any subject, but here are a few ideas:

People: your hands, your partner, the person opposite you on the train

Places: views from windows, scenes at bus stops

Objects: leaves, your favourite posessions, things found on the ground
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Study and practice will make you quicker at identifying details that convey the sense of a person, place or object. Alex Katz’s paintings are renowned for their economy – an economy that developed from necessity. At college, expected to capture the likeness of a model in 20 minutes, he discovered that all he managed was ‘a couple lines’.4 His solution was one you can easily try: he practised. In fact, Katz devoted every spare minute to improving: ‘If I wasn’t eating or in school, I was drawing; I’d draw on dates and I’d be drawing at four in the morning coming back on the subway’, he says.5

A selection of Katz’s subway drawings from the 1940s still survives.6 Decades later, their immediacy makes viewing them feel like stepping onto the subway today. It’s fascinating to see what Katz picked out in each drawing: the texture of a hand, or a jowl to indicate age, for example. With limited time, he chose the details that are the most significant. This carefully honed eye can be seen in action in his later works such as Hiroshi and Marcia (1981). This portrait began with a series of small-scale drawings of his subjects in various poses, used to determine the final pose and approach. Two detailed ‘finished’ drawings were created following a second sitting, and one was subsequently enlarged to scale and transferred to canvas. Why not challenge yourself to create a portrait using as few marks as possible?


CAPTURE YOUR COMMUTE

When you’re in a public space, you can – like Katz – turn it into an opportunity to practise. If you don’t want to sketch your fellow commuters, you could position yourself on a park bench or in a coffee shop instead. The medium isn’t important – Katz used an ink pen or a pencil, but you could also try a charcoal pencil or brush pen. With limited time, you won’t be able to draw everything. Work out which lines are essential in conveying the essence of that person; think about the shape of their body and how they use it. Don’t worry about intricacies or attempt to correct mistakes, just keep going. You’ll get quicker and better with practice. Hold on to what you’ve done, both to see your improvement and to inspire possible further work.
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Being able to sketch both quickly and effectively isn’t just valuable for portraiture. It can also be used to capture the fleeting effects of nature. Describing his 1884 drawing Thatched Roofs in a letter, Van Gogh wrote that he ‘had to do it roughly and quickly, for the time was rather short for catching the right effect of light and shade, and the tone of the scene, and Nature as it was at that very moment’.7

No artist, however – no matter how quick and skilled they are – will be able to capture everything they see. As with Katz’s portraits, it’s about selecting the details that will suggest the whole scene. Turner’s sketchbooks encompass everything from people to places, skies to seascapes, and it is apparent that as he sketched, he not only looked at what was in front of him but also imagined what he might do with it. One well-known story dates to 1810, when Turner is said to have sketched a storm that occurred while he was at the house of his patron, Walter Fawkes. ‘In two years,’ Turner reportedly told Fawkes, ‘you will see this again, and call it Hannibal crossing the Alps.’8 His Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps, in which the immensity of the storm plays the starring role, was exhibited in 1812. Turner referred back to his sketchbooks constantly, looking for visual stimuli. Likewise, Katz made two more paintings from the sketches used to create Hiroshi and Marcia. Before you pick up your pencil or paintbrush, think about how you might want to use the results, and then pay special attention to the details that will help you relive that moment as you saw it – even if it’s years later.[image: Illustration] As the art critic John Berger wrote, ‘A line, an area of tone, is not really important because it records what you have seen, but because of what it will lead you on to see.’9 And, so, sketchbook in hand, on you go to see where your work leads you.

[image: Illustration] REMEMBER THIS
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See this:

Alex Katz, Hiroshi and Marcia, 1981

A lesson in economy – made possible only through hours of practice and preparation.

Vincent van Gogh, Thatched Roofs, 1884

Van Gogh quickly captures the effects of nature as they appeared in a specific moment.

J.M.W. Turner, Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps, exhibited 1812

Nature at its most dramatic: recorded and then recalled for a historical epic.

Notes 1. Letter to Anthon van Rappard. The Hague, between Tuesday 12 and Sunday 17 September 1882 (Letter 263) vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let263/letter.html <accessed 9 October 2019> 2. David Sylvester (ed.), Alex Katz: Twenty Five Years of Painting, from the Saatchi Collection, exh. cat. (London: Saatchi Gallery, 1997), page 19 3. Letter to Theo van Gogh, The Hague, on or about Sunday 23 April 1882 (Letter 220) http://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let220/letter.html <accessed 18 December 2019> 4. Julia Felsenthal, ‘Alex Katz’s Subway Drawings Give a Glimpse of 1940s New York’, www.vogue.com/article/alex-katzs-subway-drawings-give-a-glimpse-of-1940s-new-york <25 April 2017 (accessed 22 January 2019)> 5. ‘Alex Katz on his works, worries and wife’, uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2010/april/24/alex-katz-on-his-works-worries-and-wife/ <24 April 2010 (accessed 22 January 2019)> 6. See www.timothytaylor.com/exhibitions/alex-katz-subway-drawings 7. Letters to an Artist: From Vincent van Gogh to Anton Ridder van Rappard, 1881–1885, tr. Rela van Messel (London: Constable & Co., 1936), page 168 8. Walter Thornbury, The Life of J.M.W. Turner: Founded on Letters and Papers Furnished by His Friends and Fellow Academicians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), page 87 9. ‘John Berger: Drawing is discovery’, 29 August 1953, www.newstatesman.com/culture/art-and-design/2013/05/john-berger-drawing-discovery <accessed 11 April 2019>
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