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Author’s preface
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	Ernst Barlach, 1895, aus Skb 5, 82-1


	Sketchbooks are an outstanding feature in more than a few exhibitions: they have a downright prominent place in showcases, above them monitors where all sheets can be seen on touch screens – a visual pleasure and an exciting event. Unfortunately, however, many people continue to be rather baffled by sketchbooks. What goes on there? Most are convinced that the purpose of a sketchbook is to prepare for a work – typically a painting. Its pages contain impressions of a preliminary nature, sketched in a few strokes, which are completed at another time and another place. Giorgio Morandi seems to have summarized it precisely by stating: “There, on the credenza, are two sketchbook sheets. The picture painted after them is finished. You can take them with you […] I no longer need them.” 1 But things have changed, and this is a development we have to examine at long last in greater depth: sketchbooks can accomplish more; they plough a field other than that of “pre-liminarity”! To date there is no publication that explores their true significance within the creative process. Is it not called for to take a close look at the weight artists attach to the “silent companion in their jacket pocket”? This is the purpose of this book. We still have not carried out what Eberhard Grisebach drew attention to nearly one hundred years ago: “The significance of sketches has been newly discovered in our time. This is a field we must begin to understand and interpret.” 2


	Gerd Presler
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	Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Sitzende auf gelber Decke – Fränzi, 1910, Aquarell, 210 x 175 mm, aus Presler Skb 13


	 




From the edge to the centre
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	Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Tanzgruppe in Dresden, 1926, Presler Skb 127-42


	In June 1971, more than 400 works by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner which were called in lots 541 to 545 at the Kornfeld und Klipstein Auction House, Berne, were completely ignored: “Collective number of c. 100 drawings and sketches, in various techniques and formats. Mostly c. 20 x 17 cm.” The catalogue described them as “very interesting documentation material covering the period from Kirchner’s beginnings in Dresden to his late years in Davos and illustrating his persistent effort to capture people, environment and landscape.” The bundle of sketches was from the “former collection of Lise Gujer, who around 1943 had acquired the entire stock of small-sized sketches from Erna Kirchner.” The estimated price was Fr 4,000 per “c. 100 drawings”, which means: the single sheet was priced at approximately Fr 40.


	When in 1985 a “sketchbook of 81 sheets or 162 pages. Oilcloth notebook 22 x 17.5 cm, with rounded corners on the right side” was called up under lot number 66 at the same auction house, the description was more detailed: “Sketchbook, purchased in Davos at Papeterie Leser. Contains 41 charcoal drawings, 2 drawings with pen and ink, 9 pencil drawings, 1 watercolour and 26 drawings in various colour chalks. […] Sketchbooks are very rarely for sale. An important document concerning Kirchner’s way of working.” The estimated price was now Fr 17,500, i. e. the single sheet was priced at over Fr 200. This equals a five-fold price increase – in a mere 14 years. Since then a great deal has changed once again. Today unsigned sketchbook sheets, especially nudes from the artist’s years in Dresden or street scenes from his early years in Berlin, achieve five-digit euro amounts […] and counting.3


	By now we know more about this part of Kirchner’s œuvre – it comprises 13,000 sheets by a conservative estimate – and have re-evaluated the significance of his sketchbooks. This not only applies to the financial aspect. It is especially true regarding the place they assume in the creative process. The artist himself provided the cue for an entirely different view of what happens in a sketchbook: “Born in the ecstasy of first sight” was the way he had characterized the importance of the sketchbook sheets in his Davos diary.4 They are “in the beginning”. This is a special place. As early as 1919 he had summed things up as follows: “The best touchstone for the […] creative work of the artist is the drawing, the sketch. In its immediate ecstasy it captures the purest and most subtle sentiments in finished hieroglyphics, thus building the most solid foundation for the composition. Obviously, a drawing or sketch can only be accomplished when the hand is perfectly trained during decades of practice and is no longer inhibited or has difficulty on account of clumsiness.”5
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	Ernst Ludwig Kircher, Fränzi in der Hängematte, Presler Skb 13-30


	In his Davos diary6 he noted that the sketch captures the “most subtle initial sentiment”. For this reason, he wrote, “the little sketches in small notebooks with oilcloth cover are the most valuable”. Elsewhere he elaborated on this in greater detail: “Most valuable, if most difficult to understand, are the little sketches I did in the street, in cafés, the theatre, etc. The early ones are on pieces of paper glued into notebooks. The later ones are in small notebooks with oilcloth cover.”7 Then comes the final evaluation: “I came to appreciate the first draft. As a result, the initial sketches […] were extremely valuable to me. How I used to toil away trying to complete deliberately on the canvas what I had easily jotted down in a trance [ecstasy; the author] without any trouble and what was so perfect and calm that it seemed to be finished.”8


	So it is not that Kirchner considered the sketchbook sheet as a preparatory work: “The sketch is not needed in an immediate sense, it only serves as inspiration in order to generate the ecstasy required for the painting.”9 When, in front of the canvas in his studio, he dug out his sketchbook, he was hoping to put himself into the situation he had been in when he created the sheet. All the while he knew that he would not be able to recreate the heat of the “beginning”. “In the beginning”, that was the moment reserved for the sketchbook. From that point on the temperature dropped. Each step from the sketchbook sheet towards the drawing or the painting reduced the energy density. The great expert Dieter Koepplin recognized this loss: “The sketches usually contain a fire which the paintings lack.”10 This characterizes the sketchbook by way of special circumstances that cannot be repeated elsewhere. The sketchbook: a dimension of its own.


	 




The sketchbook – a place of solitude
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	Fig. left: Leonardo da Vinci, Kopf eines bärtigen Mannes, sog. Selbstbildnis


	Fig. right: Franz Marc, Zwei blaue Pferde, 1913, aus Skizzenbuch XXXI


	This “special status” of the sketchbook applies not only to Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Other artists appreciated it as well. For Edvard Munch, Max Beckmann, Willi Baumeister, Karl Hofer, Ludwig Meidner and many others who still need to be studied, discussed and written about, the sketchbook constituted the place where the artist spent his most solitary and at the same time most exciting hours. For creative individuals, the first encounter with the object of an artwork harbours a special experience they are neither able nor willing to share with anyone. The sketchbook and every single sketchbook sheet thus possess an element of radical exclusivity.


	This was viewed differently for a long time. What happened here was considered “preliminary work”, a mnemonic that was a preparation for something yet to take place – typically on a canvas.11


	By way of background: the term “sketch” comes from Italian schizzi, “squirts”. In German “sketch” is Skizze, in French esquisse, in Danish skitse, and in Norwegian skisse. The word refers to something that is hastily jotted down. The English word picks up this meaning, describing something that is to be decided later on. The sketchbook sheet is “only” a note, a first draft. Michelangelo (1475-1564) is said to have burned it as soon as it had “served” its purpose. Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) did likewise: “[…] the painter is to jot down memories in his sketchbooks and use them later on for his purposes.”12
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	Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Skizzenbuchblatt


	In people’s mind, the concept of the sketch and the sketchbook still carries the stigma of the literally “pre-liminary”. A misapprehension! Artists have had a different take on this: the first encounter with what grabbed them from the plenitude of things they saw and experienced – written down very quickly on site and with acutely alert senses – has the status of something precious. Creative individuals know: there are moments in life which do not return. Those who seize them tear something unique out of the abundance of possibilities, salvage and safeguard what will not take place again another, second time – ever. A long time ago – around 1880 – Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec observed in a sketchbook: “Our sketchbook shows: these are impressions of horses and horseback riders in quick action. […] These fleeting impressions cannot be drawn by a static model: the point is for the observer to quickly jot down what he observes […] in quick movements.”13
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	Ernst Barlach, Skb 22.130-5re


	Thus it is still true: creative people have a sense of the special moment. They perceive in subtle vibrations that what is happening right now is for them alone, and that it will not return. Ernst Barlach described this very nicely: “Me, whose pencil began to dance in the hand that was holding it as I walked down the streets.”14


	They subsequently decide on their own and exclusively what is and what is not meant for the eyes of the audience. They decide what to keep for themselves and what to pass on. Those works that leave the studio in order to be shown in an exhibition possess a significance within the creative process that is different to those sketchbook entries that are addressed to no one but the artist himself or herself. This gives the sketchbook its own status. Here is where the artist does not observe any laws that were set down by others, any demands that were formulated by the market or by compromise. Here he or she does not accommodate requests or give consideration to experiences in connection with the audience, with the collectors, curators and gallery owners. In the sketchbook the artist is alone, free, unobserved and private. It is the state of innocence of paradise without any adjustments to the norms of the world. Therefore Christiane Grathwohl-Scheffel was right when she wrote: “The sketchbook is a stroke of luck.”15


	 




The sketchbook – respect for and sensitivity to an inaccessible space
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	Max Beckmann, Skizzenbücher


	Artists are in the public eye with all their successes and defeats, their fame, with all the envy and jealousy they encounter. They need a place to retreat to, a place of refuge. This they find in their sketchbooks. Here, at this hidden place, often on paper with rounded corners, red edging and oilcloth cover, the artist is untouchable. He has the opportunity to find himself, without outside influences; the opportunity to pursue by himself what lives inside of him.
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	Hans Arp zeichnet in ein Skizzenbuch, Clamart 1957, Photo Andre Villers, Paris


	That artists put down their innermost sensations, emotions, defeats and pleas, drives and decisions in their sketchbooks: it is a fact and – as stated above – “a stroke of luck”. All the more urgent is the question whether later generations, whether we may penetrate this place of retreat of an ultimate creative and human existence. Isn’t there an area to which the words of Emanuel Geibel apply: “Oh, do not touch it”?16 With respect to Max Beckmann, Andrew Robison spoke of “an inaccessible frame around the sketchbook sheets.” And Roland Scotti, reflecting on Hans Arp’s sketchbooks, wondered: “By no means made for the public. […] Does this not violate an intimacy, or to put it more precisely, force what is veritably invisible into visibility?”17


	Likewise: When the notebooks of Paul Thek were to be published, Rebecca Quaytman stated: “These quotes and others answered the ethical dilemma that one faced when deciding to publish a selection from these notebooks, which are highly confessional and intimate.”18


	Thoughtfulness and consideration tell us that there is this place which must be inaccessible. At the same time inaccessibility cannot be an iron law. When this space is penetrated with respect, sensitivity and the purpose of answering scholarly questions, we are faced with a different situation. Access should then be permitted – for the artist’s sake! He or she has a right to be understood. And everything that serves this purpose of being understood, may – and even must – be consulted. After all, nothing is more bitter than always being misunderstood; nothing is more humiliating than being robbed of one’s true content. This has happened often enough.19 In other words, when we have sources that may put an end to misapprehensions and misinterpretations, they must be consulted. This is in the artist’s interest – and ideally “in his own words” – which we encounter in unsurpassed authenticity in the sketchbook.


	[image: ]


	Paul Thek, requires reading, 1970, Kladde, Bleistift, Wasserfarbe und Tinte auf liniertem Papier, 200 x 150 mm


	 




The sketchbook – far-reaching discoveries
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	Jackson Pollock, Skizzenbuchblätter


	In the past years interest in sketchbooks has steadily grown.20 It was often recognized that examining the significance of examining this genre within the overall context of creative work is a worthwhile effort. There is no doubt that the discovery of the sketchbooks as a form of artistic expression in its own right opened up new fields of research. Munch, Kirchner, Picasso, Beckmann, Marc, Macke, Hölzel, Grosz, Meidner, Barlach, Baumeister, Hofer, Jorn – Jackson Pollock, too – and in a new guise, Walter Stöhrer, Rainer, Polke and Mitchell first confided much of what they had to say from the centre of their creativity to the quiet, constant companion that was always at hand. Also Paul Cézanne.
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	Jean Dubuffet, Skizzenbuch


	For a long time they were ignored in exhibitions: they were not put on display. Then, in the mid-1990s, curators shed their fear of what was really “inaccessible” and saw unused didactic possibilities in looking at and comparing works in their “BEGINNING” phase and their fleshed-out version later on – interesting, inspiring insights for the audience. In summer 1996 the Kirchner Museum Davos exhibited 160 sketchbooks of the “Brücke” painter in an elaborate presentation: “Ecstasy of the first glance”. A great moment.
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	Joan Mitchell, Skizzenbücher


	Since then astute decisions have given many an exhibition an unexpectedly new face: on the occasion of the “Max Beckmann in Baden-Baden” exhibition in 2005, Klaus Gallwitz showed visitors 30 notebook sketches that allowed for a direct comparison between sketchbook sheet and painting. That same year the Hamburger Kunsthalle and the Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe confronted visitors with a sketchbook of Jean Dubuffet. It was displayed open, in a glass showcase, and above it was a monitor where all other sheets could be accessed via touch screen. Recently the visitors of the Museum Ludwig in Cologne were shown open sketchbooks of David Hockney. What was conspicuous was that the sketches with wide landscapes spread over the double page21, and extended into extreme landscape formats. Here, too, monitors were suspended above the showcase. Shortly later the same museum showed visitors the very special and idiosyncratic way Siegmar Polke dealt with this genre. Fifteen sketchbooks were on display.


	Other examples: Volker Probst gave visitors an excellently curated and wonderful presentation of Ernst Barlach’s sketchbook work in Güstrow. No less insightful and, most importantly, exciting and inspiring was what the Kunsthalle Mannheim offered its audience: “Double Kirchner”. The display cases showed six sketchbooks. And just recently the Museum Ludwig in Cologne assigned to the sketchbook its own place in the overall concept of an exhibition of works by Joan Mitchell.
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