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Slow Looking


Book One


Learning to Look




Bernard Berenson, the pioneer connoisseur of Italian Art who lived at the Villa I Tatti outside Florence (now The Harvard Center for Italian Renaissance Studies) came to believe that the direct experience of nature was better than the first-hand experience of art. As I grow older I am inclined to agree. I would also add to his observation the intimacies of a happy family life with children. Thus, my principal words of appreciation are for my wife Carolyn, our two daughters Chloe and Phoebe, our sons-in-law David and Edward, and our grandchildren Bertie and Sophia. To be with them, to look at them and to enjoy their company are experiences so full of delights and surprises that, for me, they surpass those of the four paintings in this book. Carolyn has created from a neglected wilderness a wonderful garden which constantly opens my eyes to the beauties of nature. I wish to dedicate this book to them all and to Carolyn especially for without her constant loving kindness, understanding and support Slow Looking could not have been written.
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Preface
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No book can hope to recreate the experience of seeing a work of art at first hand, any more than a book about birds can attempt to recreate the experience of seeing and hearing them on the wing and in the wild. Most books about paintings will bombard you with facts and figures and history, but I know from my own knowledge and experience that the history of the albatross and statistical information about the bird is as nothing compared with seeing that huge, majestic living creature soar into the sky over a Southern Ocean with outstretched wing tips dipping vertically to skim the surface of the waves.

Reading a book tends to be a fulfilling but solitary experience – and none the worse for that. A visit to the theatre, a concert, a sporting event, an art gallery or an art exhibition, is, I think, at its most fulfilling and satisfying when it is experienced personally and simultaneously shared with others. This book is an attempt to share my experiences of great works of art and recapture some of the excitement (and challenges) of seeking them out and looking at them at first hand.

Two essential things will be missing from this book. The painting itself, and your account of what your own eyes and your own experiences tell you (and which you might want to share). A small colour reproduction of a painting in a book gives no idea of the size of the original, is no substitute for the real thing, and in many ways is positively misleading. For this reason, we (that is the author and the publishers) have decided against colour reproductions. In general, because a colour reproduction inevitably changes the tones and hues of the painting itself, it also destroys its essential balance and harmony. Those latter qualities are best preserved in a good quality black-and-white reproduction. When Kenneth Clark published his book 100 Details from Pictures in the National Gallery, he included only black-and-white printed images for this very reason. He also observed: ‘Just as a great river does not flow from a single source, but is made up of innumerable tributaries great and small, so the total impression of a work of art is built up of a hundred different sensations, analogies, memories, thoughts – some obvious, many recondite, a few analysable, most beyond analysis.’

In order to add to the innumerable tributaries, I asked my good friend Gino Ballantyne, who is a highly gifted draughtsman and painter, and a most acute and sensitive observer, to add his own impressions and thoughts, not as words but as his own images and interpretations. If you wish to connect with a colour reproduction of each individual painting and zoom in on details you will be able to do so in far greater clarity, detail and freedom than is possible on the printed page through the appropriate page on my website www.robertcumming.net. It is not a perfect solution, but it is perhaps closer to the experience of being together in front of the actual painting.

Finally, if you would like to share with myself, Gino and others, your own observations, comments and thoughts we have set up an online forum. You can find this by searching for ‘Robert Cumming’s Slow Looking’ on Facebook, where you will find my page. Again, there is no substitute for mutual and concurrent first-hand observation and experience any more than there is a substitute for the sight of the albatross. However, that is no reason for not attempting to do the best one can with the facilities currently available.




Foreword


How best to experience the world? In my case, directly through one or more of my five senses – sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell. I do know that my moments of greatest pleasure are when all five senses are stimulated simultaneously and harmoniously. Looking at a great work of art is a prime example, as are eating and drinking fine food and wine or being present at a grand opera or a first-class sporting event. On a humbler level, and even though I can do neither very well, playing golf, or duets on the piano, both of which require the senses of hearing, touch and sight to be at their most alert, have given me some of my most fulfilling experiences.
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I enjoy watching how my small grandchildren explore their senses. Their experiences seem to be intense and entirely their own and mostly joyous. The way they assimilate these first sensations will be a major influence on the formation of their characters and personalities, and on what activities they choose to pursue in later life. I am also conscious that complications will arise when words are added to their awareness. It is through words that they will start to learn what other people experience. For example, sooner or later they inevitably will be told by someone in authority that what they see is not what they ought to see. Gradually their fresh eyesight will dim. Instead of believing the evidence of their own eyes, they may regrettably come to believe only the words they read or hear and see only what they have been told to see.


There are two ways of learning about a work of art factually and appreciating its merits aesthetically. One is to go and visit it at first hand and stimulate the senses, the eyes, the mind and the imagination. The other is to read books. Both ways are equally legitimate, but each has a very different outcome. The problem with written words is that they can only report what the author has seen – most likely by means of a photograph or reproduction rather than the work of art itself – or thinks he or she might have seen or been told to see, or recount what she or he has read somewhere, or expound theories which are the product of the mind, not of looking.


Experience has taught me that everyone sees something different, and that each person looks at a work of art in an entirely individual way. This may seem like a statement of the obvious, but be warned. Most books about art, written by ‘experts’, will contain a statement, openly or implicitly that ‘what we see here is…’. It is a remark which, for me, regularly provokes the response ‘Well, you may do, but I do not. … Am I being blind or bigoted or is it you…?’


There is a much-quoted Latin phrase ‘Ars longa, vita brevis’. It is usually claimed to mean ‘Life is short, but Art lasts a long time’. This claimed meaning is incorrect. What it truly means is ‘Art (or skill) takes a long time to perfect, but life is short’. Creating any work of art requires huge courage and personal commitment from the creator. In making it, he or she lay his or her cards on the table, revealing not only his or her ability (or lack of it), but many of his or her beliefs, foibles, fears, passions, hopes and disappointments. Anyone who engages with a work of art should be willing to reciprocate with equal courage and commitment. Thus, it is on those occasions when the eyes and minds of the creator and the viewer of a visual work of art are in comprehending union that the greatest rewards are to be found. Turning the direct experience of a mute work of art into words is notoriously difficult, and very personal. This book is my attempt to do so, and why I have felt it imperative to lay some of my own cards on the table.
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Early Years
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First tastes of aesthetic experience


I was not born into a family that took any great interest in the arts. We did not go to exhibitions, to the theatre or concerts, except under duress when my mother thought that we ought to. Nor did we read books very often. Such books as there were in the house were kept in a bookcase with glass doors which were difficult to open. There were some old children’s books with pleasing illustrations by the likes of Arthur Rackham which I would look at secretly after I heard my mother say that books with pictures stifled the imagination. She probably did not mean it, but, being a child, I feared that by looking at books with pictures I was doing something wrong.


There were six of us in the immediate family: my parents, myself and two older brothers, and my widowed grandmother. We lived in a large, uncomfortable, gloomy Victorian mansion with two billiards rooms, stables, a piggery, a rookery, a walled garden and about four or five acres of land. We lived in the middle of nowhere, and in the full chill of post-war austerity. There were no beautiful landscapes, rolling hills or winding lanes on our doorstep. The view from my bedroom window, across a couple of scrubby fields, was a line of belching factory chimneys. I was born shortly before the cruel and severe winter of 1946/47. The late 1940s were bleak socially and economically with strikes, high taxation, rationing and shortages of food, fuel and basic commodities.
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‘Nowhere’ was Holderness in the East Riding of Yorkshire. In the whole of England there is no landscape flatter or bleaker than Holderness on a grey winter day. There was not a lot to look at or take an interest in, and finding beauty in large skyscapes is a sophisticated and adult pleasure. Post-war Hull was not beautiful. My first recollections are of bomb sites, the blackened remains of buildings now uninhabitable, with shops and stores squatting in cramped and temporary accommodation.




Nonetheless, Kingston upon Hull in its Edwardian heyday had been a handsome and flourishing city, on the up and on the move, a place with a hopeful future of prosperity. We lived there because my father’s father, who had qualified as a doctor at the University of Glasgow, had moved there to establish a practice, and succeeded. My mother’s father, whose origins were Irish, had established himself as a much respected member of the burgeoning Hull business community.


The menfolk of my blood relations were obsessed with sport, principally cricket and rugby. To have an interest in sport and to be successful at it was their yardstick of manhood and success in life. By and large they lived up to their aspirations. My father had been captain of the local rugby club. My elder brother had been captain of every sport at school, where he was considered something of a demigod because of his athletic prowess.
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I did not fit easily into this milieu. I had very poor hand-eye coordination and I gained little pleasure from strenuous physical exertion. At school I showed myself none too good at any games but shone at music, and I had some success in school plays. Even so, I longed to go home with a team photograph, House Colours or a silver cup with my name engraved on it, as did my brothers. There was a gap of ten years between me and my elder brother, and as both brothers were often away at boarding school and I had little in common with them anyway, I spent much time in my early years creating my own entertainment. A principal occupation was model theatres for which I could design the sets, write the plays, direct the actors and, by propping up a large mirror in front, watch the performances. I also liked making things and would spend hours building houses with ‘Minibrix’ or making floorplans and elevations for grand projects such as hotels. We had a battered set of Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia. I was not particularly interested in the information they contained, preferring the pages that were headed ‘Things to Make and Do’. We had an old pre-war Imperial typewriter that my father brought home from his office when they had discarded it. On this I would hammer out embryonic books or newspapers, and catalogues for the ‘British Furnetchur [sic] Company’.
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I have a precise memory of four architectural lithographs which hung in the hall, most notably one of the drawing room at Broughton Castle. I can now identify it as by Joseph Nash from a set entitled The Mansions of England in The Olden Time, published in 1905. From the dining room I can clearly recall four early-nineteenth-century prints by Henry Alken of tophatted gentlemen shooting in a wood. Those images fostered an already developing desire for adulthood and a wish to be a part of a greater historical continuity. In the fullness of time my wife and I settled in a house not far from Broughton Castle, and we became acquainted both with the Castle itself and the family who had lived there for twenty-two generations since the fifteenth century. The only two sports at which I have achieved modest success are golf and shooting and I have spent many a happy afternoon with a handful of companions pursuing the odd game bird through a wood in similar vein to the sportsmen in the Alken prints.




The only member of the household who had any understanding of my interests was my grandmother, my mother’s mother. She had her own sitting room at one end of the house. In that room she quietly encouraged my desire to design and make things and taught me the enjoyment of backgammon and card games such as beggar-my-neighbour, snap and rummy. We made occasional expeditions into town, by bus, to the Ferens Art Gallery or to Carmichael’s who sold ‘nice things’ including classy and expensive antique furniture, gilded mirrors, silver, porcelain and leather goods. She was gently sowing seeds of aesthetic awareness and experience in her young grandson. She was a good judge of character and I suspect that she knew full well what she was up to.


One of her most valued possessions was a mahogany-veneered Beau Decca radiogram and through it I first tasted the pleasures of true aesthetic experience – Handel’s Messiah, Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance March No. 4, the ‘Prelude’ to Act III of Verdi’s La Traviata; the 1930s crooner, Turner Layton singing ‘Transatlantic Lullaby’. She had a Royal Copenhagen glistening porcelain seagull that was cool and pleasing to the touch; an Edwardian bracket clock that had been a wedding present in 1907, solid and reliable with an agreeable tick and chime (I eventually inherited it); and above the fireplace an elaborately framed print of a not-so-beautiful young lady in a long satin dress, reading a letter, beside a table with two other people and with a small dog asleep on a stool. Like the prints, it fascinated me and registered indelibly on my memory. I now know what it was: a high-class colour reproduction, issued by the Medici Society in the early 1920s, of a painting in the Royal Collection by the seventeenth-century Dutch artist ter Borch.
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I suspect that my father and brothers considered my interest in music, theatre and the creative arts to be at worst an embarrassment, and at best an oddity: a potentially unfortunate handicap which, like a squint, if left to itself, I might grow out of and recover from. One of the accepted ways, then, of correcting any incipient aesthetic or intellectual ‘squint’ was to send a boy to a boarding school which prided itself on its sporting rather than scholarly prowess, in the hopes that the regime would knock some sense into him. In other words, for the time, I was part of a very normal provincial, Northern, well-to-do, middle-class family.


We jogged along together reasonably well, for most of the time, neither excessively happy nor unhappy. However, tragedy was waiting in the wings. For most people, calamity is usually experienced at second hand and often through the medium of art – for example, Shakespeare’s King Lear, Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Verdi’s La Traviata, Mozart’s Requiem. For better or worse I experienced tragedy at first hand early on in life. Before I had reached puberty, my middle brother was dead. Before I left school my father had also died. It was only later, through art, that I became reconciled to these two misfortunes.


My brother, Andrew, had broken his nose playing rugby at school and it had been decided he should have an operation to unblock the stricture. It was a routine operation, but required a full anaesthetic, and had been arranged to be done locally during one of the Easter holidays. I can remember him leaving home to be driven to the nursing home in Hull. I never saw him again. After three lingering days he was dead. Nobody ever said what had gone wrong, and I do not remember his being brought to mind in family conversations.


Before the War my father had contracted tuberculosis from which he had recovered. Soon after I went to my first day school, the disease returned. One of my earliest memories is of his being ill in bed at home, and of whispered conversations between adults that he had been coughing up blood. He was treated by isolation for the best part of a year in the local sanatorium. He was given a new drug called M & B and was seemingly cured. Unfortunately, it later transpired that although the drug was effective against tuberculosis it had side-effects, one of which was to kill the kidneys. For the last years of his life he was an invalid, more and more withdrawn, occasionally going to the Middlesex Hospital in London for primitive and distressing kidney dialysis.




I came home one autumn half-term from boarding school, just as I was making preparations for A-levels and thinking about entry for Oxbridge. My father was confined to bed. The local doctor came out and he explained to me how desperately ill he was. My father was taken to hospital in an ambulance and died before the week was out. He was 53 when he died, the same age as my mother.


Before he died my father unintentionally gave me a hugely important aesthetic experience, together with a taste for modern art and foreign travel. In dying when he did, he unwittingly bestowed on me several benefits which had a critical influence on my future life.


The first time I went abroad was with my parents to see my, now only, brother who had been stationed with a tank regiment in Osnabruck, Germany, for his National Service. My father was not keen on ‘abroad’, but he was willing to go to see my brother because the trip meant he could include a nostalgic stay in Hamburg where he had worked briefly as a young businessman in the 1930s. Our visit there coincided with a large Picasso retrospective at the Kunsthalle, and we went to see it. As we walked round the exhibition, I sensed that my father’s patience was shortening. In front of Guitar (1926), an assembly of string nails and an old dishcloth, he exploded with anger and promptly marched us out of the exhibition and out of the museum. He was not going to tolerate any more of such nonsensical rubbish and he would not allow his family to be contaminated by it. When we came home, I painted a picture in what I thought was Picasso’s style. My mother thought it showed ‘promise’.


In his will, my father left me a small share portfolio which meant that, although I would have to earn a living, I could be financially independent whilst I worked out what to do. That financial independence would prove to be a huge blessing. Also, if my father had not died that autumn, I wonder if I would have secured entry to Oxbridge? In those days Oxford and Cambridge colleges set their own individual entrance exams, and applicants resided in college to take them and be interviewed. I applied to St John’s College, Oxford to read PPE (Philosophy, Politics and Economics), and Trinity Hall, Cambridge to read I knew not what, possibly Economics. I was aware that my school had written to each college to explain my recent family circumstances, and I suspect that tipped the balance in my favour. Both St John’s and Trinity Hall offered me a place. None of my immediate family had been to university, but there was an East Riding connection with Trinity Hall, and it was always assumed that was where I would go.


I fell in love with Oxford and thought that PPE would be the perfect degree for me. However, wishing to be dutiful, obedient and pleasing to my family, I accepted the offer from Trinity Hall. Anxious to make a complete break with the recent past and start again, I eventually opted to study Law, which was one of the few subjects that required no previous background knowledge and experience and had the advantage that it might lead to a career. I do not regret the decision for one single moment, although it turned out to be a wrong turning. I also came to understand that being dutiful and obedient does not cause people to love you, and that, when making a choice, it is probably better to follow your heart and do something that engages your passions rather than do something that your head tells you is ‘sensible’ and ‘right’.
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Between my brother dying and my going to Cambridge I had been in a state of limbo, developing very little physically or emotionally. Trinity Hall prided itself on a warm and supportive ethos, and I began to emerge from limbo. I made friends for the first time. I enjoyed my study of the law, was good at it, understood the point of it, gained a good degree and won prizes. Every week for three years, I had a one-hour group tutorial with J.W. Cecil Turner, one of the senior Fellows of the College. The same age as my grandmother, he was a remarkable individual. A former county cricket player and the father of six children, he had become crippled with arthritis which rendered him immobile. Every day he would make his way into college with painful difficulty in a motorised three-wheeled single-seat vehicle, in order to sit in his rooms and teach the young. At regular intervals he would intone ‘I am not going to teach you facts. You can get those from books. I am going to teach you to think!’ And he did just that. For me it was a revelation and a liberation, and I shall always be in his debt.




I joined the Middle Temple, pursued the ritual of eating ‘Dinners’, sat the Bar exams and became a barrister. A friend arranged a place for me as Marshal to a High-Court judge on circuit, who in due course secured a pupillage for me in his old chambers. My future seemed assured. Then doubts crept in. Drafting endless divorce petitions or writing legal opinions on obscure points of law was a lonely occupation that appeared to have very little to do with the more pleasurable aspects of life and living.


My judicial hero was Lord Denning. I warmed to his creative manipulation of the law to ensure that no one left his court suffering what he considered to be a moral or social injustice. However, I soon discovered that to most of the Bar and judiciary he was an anathema. Their priority was certainty and adherence to the rules. For them, Tom Denning’s creative interpretations could only lead to uncertainty and lawlessness. In the end, sitting in Middle Temple Hall for lunch, I would look at the barristers who were ten or twenty years ahead of me and think ‘Do I want to be like you in ten or twenty years’ time?’ When the answer came back repeatedly ‘No I do not!’ I realised it was time to move on and try something else.
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