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Praise for Aphorisms for Artists


“I’m always up for an aphorism! And these are great.”


—Laurie Anderson, artist


“Darby Bannard’s Aphorisms for Artists is exactly what one might expect—super-intelligent, pithy, vivid, wise, and taking no prisoners. Anyone lucky enough to have known Darby will recognize his inimitable voice.”


—Michael Fried, author of Art and Objecthood


“Darby Bannard was a fiercely intelligent, deeply knowledgeable, inventive abstract painter. He was also an influential teacher, and a splendid critic and writer about art, with a wicked wit, capable of summing up and often skewering whole movements with a pointed phrase. While he was intolerant of one-liner art, his condensed critical observations are illuminating and memorable. Reading his aphorisms brings this smart, articulate, gifted artist back to vivid life.”


—Karen Wilkin, critic and curator 


“From the outrageous, to the benign, to the wonderfully insightful, Walter Darby Bannard’s aphorisms are provocations for 100 never-ending—and absolutely essential—arguments about art. Quote one of ’em at an artists’ bar, and you’re there for the night—buying a few rounds when you lose.”


—Peter Plagens, artist and critic 




“In the writings of Walter Darby Bannard I found a more concise understanding of the major focus of Clement Greenberg’s work: Visual art is about looking, as food is to tasting and smelling. Art can certainly share stories, just as we have stories of the meaningfulness of certain meals. Yet in the end, it is taste that matters. That taste develops the more we experience. Aphorisms for Artists compiles Bannard’s short, cogent messages for artists and art enthusiasts of all ilk, to help us grasp something that is often too ephemeral for words. I find myself coming back to them time and time again, especially ‘Art is as persistent as it is fragile.’ I am confident that Aphorisms for Artists will inspire, and with each read we will understand more about the value of art, ‘telling us what’s good about us.’”


—Mark Golden, Golden Artist Colors 


“Darby was a faithful artist and a faithful friend, and lovingly used to call me a coot.”


—Larry Poons, artist


“Ken Noland introduced me to Darby. I thought he was a terrific painter and should be in “The De Luxe Show.” He used paint differently than anybody else I knew.”


—Peter Bradley, artist
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Foreword


by Franklin Einspruch


You are holding in your hands the distilled wisdom of a quarter-century of teaching that crowned a lifetime of creation. Its author, Walter Darby Bannard, was one of the great talents of American painting. Making art in a serious way is often difficult, but the difficulties are rarely altogether unprecedented. Darby probably had to solve them for himself at some point. His solutions collected here can help you to do likewise. They are simple. That is not to say that they are easy, but that they require courage, humility, and will rather than mere intelligence. I attest that they work.


In 1923, Margery Ryerson published the collected wisdom of her teacher at the Art Students League, the painter Robert Henri, as The Art Spirit. (It remains in print to this day and continues to inspire.) This book came about in a similar way. I studied under Darby in the 1990s at the University of Miami, and I edited an archive of his writings. Darby spent a long teaching career watching students suffer, then succeed, then go back to suffering in the process of learning to make art. Most of the time they (myself included) were struggling through a problem that he had already encountered.


Some of these were technical problems, which Darby could dispel in five minutes. Others were larger problems concerning what art is for, and what it does—the kind of problems that you are doomed to solve on your own. But here, too, he had many useful insights. Darby loved a good chat, but as befits an astute thinker, much of his best advice was epigrammatic. As a student, it was sometimes infuriating to watch Darby take your artistic problem, made overwrought by your thinking about it in the wrong way, and slice through it like Alexander’s sword through the Gordian Knot. Part of you, the self-important part, wanted to tie the metaphorical bits of cord back together. (Some students succeeded in doing so.) But if you had any sense, you restrained it, and instead made art according to your nature and the nature of your materials. Thus his teaching continued for more than two decades, shaping the creative lives of countless students.




Darby did us a great service by condensing those years of instruction into this book of aphorisms, which is presented for your edification and assistance. They are not meant to be rigorous as philosophy or sound as theory. In the intellectual context of contemporary art, they are all disputable. (What isn’t?) But again and again they advise you to set aside that context and look at art, yours and others’, as it is.


Some of the remarks are specific to painting, but only for the sake of the prose, and because it was the author’s medium. Substitute another discipline for “painting” and they will still pertain. If you aspire to establish a serious, heartfelt studio practice, regardless of your medium or style, you will recognize them as true. If you want only to look at art in a more sensitive way, they apply to that as well.


“What we need is more sense of the wonder of life, and less of the business of making a picture,” said Robert Henri. But to take care of the business of making a picture—to take care of it in every respect—connects you to the wonder of life.


Listen as Darby tells you how.













Introduction


by Walter Darby Bannard


Decades ago, when I started teaching studio art regularly, it seemed like a good idea to publish essays outlining the salient characteristics of certain examples of good and bad art, in the hope that people would go look at the art and agree with me, or not, as they chose, and intelligent dialogue would ensue.


It didn’t turn out that way. A few folks would read an article and compliment me on my writing, but attempts to engage in further discussion usually revealed that the article was read carelessly and barely understood. Those who disagreed with my points talked to others who also disagreed, but not to me. The articles rather quickly slipped into obscurity.
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