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Author’s preface


	In the beginning – Childhood Drawings by Eminent Artists


	For my five grandchildren – Emilia, Clara, Sophia, Jakob, and Georg – from whom I have learned a lot.
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	Georg Presler, Umbrella, 4 years old, private photo from family


	For a long time no one took an interest in a child’s development during the early years of his or her life. No one paid any attention to when she grabbed a pencil for the first time and started scribbling; which colours she recognized; when she was able to distinguish graphic shapes – a triangle, a square, a circle. Childhood was not a time of its own; rather, it was marked by a big “not yet”: the child was regarded as a “not yet grown-up”. The notion of childhood as a process of its own with many different stages and phases was unknown. It was unknown that childhood was a time where foundations were laid that would affect a person’s entire future life. There was no systematic concept which would have been able to grasp and meaningfully organize the process of a human being’s gradual awakening deep inside. Hence there was also no knowledge of how shortfalls during this period of life constitute a lasting deficit and consequently a lifelong burden. Similarly and conversely: there existed no knowledge of how happy, reliably secure experiences, attention, and encouragement during this phase of life create a fundamental sense of trust and stabilize all areas of life. This was researched around 1950 by Erik Homburger Erikson, who developed the concept of “basic trust”. Previously, however, it was not known that a child who has inner structures of acceptance and affirmation possesses an asset with which his biography can grow and even “mushroom”. 


	Interest in these kinds of questions arose late. It was not until Corrado Ricci published his book Children’s Art (L’arte dei bambini, 1887; English translation prepared by the Cleveland Museum of Art, 1941), Alfred Lichtwark opened the exhibition “The Child as Artist” at Hamburger Kunsthalle in 1896, Ellen Key proclaimed the “Century of the Child”, and Maria Montessori published research in the basics of neuropsychiatry that a change in the attention to and focus on this phase of life occurred. Slowly a viable terminology was created and a concept was developed of what happens in the life of a child when trillions of synapses – a term introduced by Charles Scott Sherrington in 1897 – connect neurons. This brought to light the importance of fostering a person’s creative talent – its importance for all areas of life and thus also for the one in which a person makes the world her world by way of colours, lines, and surfaces. A child starts scribbling even during the first year of life. What is happening here? What does this mean? 


	It was in the context of these kinds of questions and answers that Gustav Friedrich Hartlaub wrote his book Der Genius im Kinde: Versuch über die zeichnerische Anlage im Kinde (The Genius in Children: Attempt on Children’s Talent for Drawing; 1st edition, 1921; 2nd, revised and expanded edition, 1930). The art historian was wondering whether there was an original seed within the child which, if tended to, would keep developing. Then he started looking, asked if and where in the childhood and adolescent drawings of great artists this spark of what was to come lit up. Was there artistic talent that was already presaged in a person’s early drawings and watercolours? Did the childhood and adolescent drawings of great artists reveal those contours that indicated what lay ahead? 
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	Frontispiece from G. F. Hartlaub, Der Genius im Kinde, Breslau 1930


	Gustav Friedrich Hartlaub investigated these questions. For the first time. He planned an exhibition for the summer of 1928. To prepare it, he put together a questionnaire titled “Our Artists’ Childhood”, which he sent to the leading creative artists of his day in France and Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands, Scandinavia and Germany, Switzerland, and Russia: to more than one hundred people, including such outstanding international luminaries as Henri Rousseau, Paul Gauguin, Edvard Munch, Pablo Picasso, and two women: Nell Walden and Sonja Delaunay. 


	The first questions were: 1. “Do you still have material of drawings from your childhood and adolescence (up to about age 19)?” 2. “Could you provide us with pertinent information on the different childhood works, especially on the approximate age when they were created?” 


	Many artists responded and returned the completed sheets: Ernst Barlach, Willi Baumeister, Max Beckmann, Marc Chagall, Otto Dix, Conrad Felixmüller, Erich Heckel, Karl Hofer, Alexander Kanoldt, Paul Klee, Alfred Kubin, László Moholy-Nagy, Emil Nolde, Franz Radziwill, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Oskar Schlemmer, Rudolf Schlichter, Wilhelm Schnarrenberger, Georg Scholz, Georg Schrimpf, Walter Schulz-Matan, Kurt Schwitters, and Ernst Thoms. 


	Yet the exhibition did not come about. The completed questionnaires – valuable basic material – remained at Kunsthalle Mannheim. Almost all drawings that had been submitted were returned. 


	This study takes up the lost thread and continues it – to the present. I asked artists who are crucial in shaping today’s art world with their works for drawings from their childhood and adolescence in order to get to the roots, the origin, and the conditions of their work; in other words, to those conditions under which a talent starts out, evolves, and builds its initial foundations. What happens there is precious and well worth our attention. It is no less than the attempt to find the “building blocks of creativity”. 


	Perhaps one should also pursue a further thought which would be revealing because it would cover much greater ground, exploring the origins of human history, the “childhood” of humanity as a species and genus. 


	I discussed this with Jorinde Voigt. “Is the development of humankind from its first beginnings repeated in the development of the child?”


	The artist soon keyed in on the term “cave”. What she meant by this was: the human species began its life in small groups as hunters and gatherers. The place that protected it was: the cave. All paths started from it and all paths returned to it. Of all the many potential places, the cave was a special, a specific point. “Cave” provided protection and kept the fire. “Cave”: centred world. And: human beings marked this place. They indicated its importance by way of signs, in this way distinguishing this cave among the large number of other caves. What happened here was an appropriation of the world through design. This was not about aesthetics. The point was not decoration. This place was marked, highlighted, and claimed for the sake of survival. An existential act by which art happened in the dimension of life-preserving designation. From the very start to boot.


	This idea sheds light on what art is: it must be part of that which is indispensable and captured in signs, which centres the world and offers guidance in it. Perhaps “museum” should ultimately be “cave”. And perhaps “art history” began in a cave, in the way early ancestors, holding a sooty torch, made this place and this wall the centre of the world by way of signs, shapes, and colours. To repeat: not because a sense of beauty, a need for decoration made them do so. No: this torch and its traces in the rock created art as a life-preserving identification, designation, and ultimately mastery and shaping of the world. 


	This is repeated in every child’s drawing. Like every work of art exhibited in large museums, it is the attempt to centre world in signs. The child’s art is part of that justified claim to the world which human beings need in order to get their bearings, to survive.
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	Ulrich J. Sekinger, Daughter Julie with golden palette, 1999


	As a final note, procuring the illustrations was a cumbersome affair. That childhood drawings are taken note of and preserved is not a matter of course – let alone that they survive for years and decades, and in good condition to boot. Their value lies elsewhere: they offer us a glimpse into a previously hidden area of the biography of great artists. This is precisely where these distant witnesses unfold their charm and their quiet, productive inspiration.


	Literature: 


	Heinz Stahlhut, Überall ist Wunderland, in: Paperworlds, Dortmund 2014, p. 5; 


	Valeska Hageney, Kinder können Kunst, loc.cit. p. 19ff.; 


	Vom Eindruck zum Ausdruck, loc.cit. p. 38ff. Siehe: Museum für Kindheits- und Jugendwerke bedeutender Künstler, Halle/Westfalen Gerd Presler


	 




Judith Hopf (b. 1969)


	“Yes, since my earliest childhood”
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	Questionnaire


	She attended the children’s painting class at Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe when she was only 4½ years old. This is no coincidence: it was taught by her mother. Yet little Judith was less interested in pencil, brush and watercolour box. “She worked, shaped, and kneaded with her hands. It must have been the joy she took in the material. And so, she grabbed a piece of paper at the beginning of the class and folded it into a ship. Other children saw this, and soon the entire class was folding ships”, the mother tells us, not much surprised.


	A grandfather may have been the very distant inspiration for this. Memory of an ancestor was preserved on the maternal side of the family: a farmer who toiled away in the field to make ends meet for his family – and in the evening made pottery. Kitchenware: plates, cups, pots, bowls, jugs. A farmer who makes pottery – rather odd. Inside he took profound joy in the glittering, moist clay that could be made into beautiful and useful things: a gift from the earth and from fire. What the busy sideline artist produced on the pottery wheel got lost back then in Buttenheim near Bamberg, a little town that became famous because one Mr. Levi Strauss sewed his first pairs of pants there before delighting the USA with Levi Strauss jeans – and becoming a great success.
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	After viewing the picture "The Train" by E. L. Kirchner


	At home conversations frequently revolved around art, and there was plenty to see. Judith Hopf’s mother painted and drew. And: “During my school years I spent every Sunday at the art museum and saw all the classics. I absorbed everything until I dreamed of becoming an artist – and that was pretty dumb and stupid.” For Judith the art museum became a second home. “At home in the museum.” Moving through the “sacred halls” was a perfectly natural thing to do for the little girl, and she absorbed a great deal – subconsciously. Incomparable inner assets. Recently she acknowledged: “I was always happy in the painting room of the museum and also in front of the paintings – whole worlds opened up for me. I should keep that in mind when the art business seems to be just too hard sometimes.” 


	Right at the beginning of her elementary school years, one of her classmates raved about a ceramics class she was taking: “It’s so great!” 


	Ms. Mareille Kitzel, who was married to Professor Herbert Kitzel from the Academy, had set up a workshop in a remodelled garage. At the centre was the kiln, and worktables and shelves were placed against and on the walls. Before long she welcomed a new participant there who came once a week for a good two hours – and was to stay for six years. Judith entered a shielded world without any distractions. In this quiet atmosphere she created clay works out of sheer joy of creating. Ms. Kitzel granted the children every freedom and only gave them a hand when they got stuck. Judith “lived with clay for the next few years. It was her life”, says her mother. Things were very different at school: she found the art lessons boring. Drawing according to specific instructions, copying representationally: this was not her thing. She had no talent for mechanical repetition. What she produced grew out of a strong will and a first fervent breath of creative autonomy. 
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