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AUTHOR’S NOTE


A number of images in the book are represented by QR codes. There are two reasons for this: the estate of an artist didn’t respond to a request to include an image of the respective artist’s work, or the estate denied a request outright. A QR code allowed for the work in question to be included in the book. Should any of the QR code sources change or become inactive, the reader is encouraged to search out the respective image in other locations on the internet.




INTRODUCTION: WHY THE NEED FOR THIS BOOK


In the late 1960s and early 1970s I attended and graduated from one of the world’s most prestigious art schools, The Cooper Union in New York City. The school was, and still is, a bastion of the most up-to-date, cutting-edge art, much of it conceptual. While I was there, it quickly became apparent how easy it was for certain students to bamboozle their way through school and, by extension, how fraudulent “art” could permeate and even succeed in the marketplace. Some of my classmates and I, who gravitated to a more traditional approach to art, were often at odds with what we were being taught. We didn’t think many of the modern works we were told were great were, in fact, great. But we didn’t speak up because we thought that perhaps we “just didn’t understand” and feared ridicule for being behind the times, and that we might possibly be penalized with poor grades. A few of us quietly preferred the great artists of the past that some of our instructors dismissed as passé and no longer worth emulating.


Now, if we Cooper Union art students didn’t “understand” modern art,* think of how bewildered the average museum visitor today must feel; if we art students were too intimidated to speak up and ask why certain modern artists were hailed for creating what to us was clearly rubbish, think of how intimidated the average art aficionado or occasional museum-goer is to speak up and challenge today’s prevailing elitist “art establishment”—the critics, museums, galleries, and even many art schools


Being somewhat in the public eye, I receive much correspondence from people who believe that a lot of modern art is not worthy of the term “good.” People rightly sense there is farce and fraud in the arguments for much of today’s dismal art and yearn for commonsense counterpoints with which to confidently challenge these notions. This book provides those counterpoints (the most serviceable of them presented in red pull quotes), building a case, point by point, as to what makes for good and bad art and how to identify and differentiate it.


Art history has been overwhelmingly written and taught not by artists, but by those in the humanities and social sciences.


For the last century or so, art history has been overwhelmingly written and taught not by artists, but by those in the humanities and social sciences, who generally know or care little about the inner motivations of the artist. Not having an artist’s point of view or experience, these authors and teachers have therefore framed art in the only language they understand: meaning, theory, and sociohistorical significance. However, the great artists of the past cared not one whit about what their work meant in a sociohistorical context. They cared primarily about creating art that looked good. But this is rarely taught today. As a result, people have long come away with the idea that:


1. Art is simply a reflection of its time.


It can be a reflection, but not necessarily. The brilliant artist Maxfield Parrish, for instance, exclusively painted unique, imaginary landscapes during the last decades of his life from the 1930s to the 1960s, message-free and in complete contrast to the contemporaneous movements of Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, and Pop Art.


2. Art isn’t about skill, it’s about making you think.


Making one think is a very narrow and limited experience to derive from art. Since other modes of creativity also stimulate us to think, we’re still left to consider what is unique about art. That uniqueness is, of course, the visual, and visual excellence requires technical proficiency. Why, one might reasonably ask, do we require skill in movies, music, literature, and even sports, but somehow not in art? Would we gravitate to those if they primarily made us think?


3. Art is a matter of personal taste; there’s no such thing as good art or bad art.


Though people generally conflate the two, quality and taste are distinct. Quality is based on long-developed and agreed-upon standards of excellence, while taste is simply personal preference.


Quality and taste are distinct. Quality is based on long-developed, agreed-upon standards of excellence, while taste is simply personal preference.


The difference between my perspective versus that of a nonartist is the difference between a builder vs. an architectural historian, a practitioner vs. an academically oriented analyst. Historians and critics can provide much valuable information and insight, but builders are experts in the how and why buildings are built. As a professional artist, I’m not interested in offering yet another theory or analysis of the meanings behind works of art, nor how works of art fit into and/or mirror the society around them, and I don’t think the average person is interested in reading another either. I am interested in what makes art visually great, sharing it with art enthusiasts, and informing the next generation of talented artists what it takes to produce art of excellence. To be direct, this book proposes that there is an ideal in art, that we can define and identify it, and that we should maintain it as an aspiration. Even if many artists cannot fully reach those heights, the ideal should be acknowledged as the visual best that a society can accomplish. I am arguing that, for the survival of art, we need to promote this mindset and to begin to also understand and evaluate art from the artist’s point of view, and not only from the point of view of art historians and critics.


In these pages I pose a simple, clear, and rational method for understanding and evaluating art which, when applied to any visual art form in any movement or era, can cut through the miasma of “explanations,” “statements,” and “theories,” and soundly establish excellence or expose garbage.


Quality in art can actually be assessed by way of enduring standards which transcend history, culture, and passing fads. To give an example, for a number of years I was one of four art university instructors of graduate-level illustration who sat on a review board. At the end of each semester, students hoping to graduate or advance to the next level would present their work to us and, for one hour per student, we would analyze and judge the quality of their current semester’s output. Though each of us instructors had differing styles and techniques in our own work, it was amazing to watch how we each could immediately zero in on the same weaknesses or strengths of any given student piece, such was the result of decades of experience we brought to the reviews. That demonstration represented years of producing art that needed to measure up to the critical eye of an art director (or even fellow artists), and was based upon the standards which will be discussed in this book. These standards, based on the philosophy of aesthetics, are present at various levels of effectiveness in any drawing, painting, or sculpture. Given ample time to truly absorb oneself in looking at art with these standards as a guide, one can slowly begin to detect, like we review board instructors could, what it is about certain works that makes them stand taller than others.


With this in mind, I have devoted a portion of the text to explaining aesthetics, with the hope that a basic understanding of its principles will help the viewer of art know what to look for—identifying their presence in good works of art, while recognizing their absence in bad. These principles are critical to know because they are the very same principles used by the great artists themselves to create their art.


I’ve included a number of images of history’s most notable works of art, good and bad. Not all “bad” artworks in the book are truly bad; many are simply less than great. When I include no accompanying images to points being made, I encourage the reader to seek out the works to which I refer. Museums and, secondarily, well-printed art books are the best ways to explore art. Though the internet unfortunately relies on the proper settings of one’s computer screen to accurately present imagery, it is an acceptable alternative. It will no doubt seem to some that I’ve cherry-picked the selections, i.e., the best of the past vs. the worst of the present. On the contrary, the works I discuss are those that their own respective eras have hailed as some of their best representatives. To be certain, there has been less-than-great art in the past, and wonderful art being created in our own time. But, unfortunately, today’s masterpieces need to be sought out, since the “art establishment,” in not subscribing to universal standards of excellence, generally prefers to ignore them in favor of presenting the world and future societies with often the most inane, offensive, and poorly executed examples of today’s art. Accompanying a number of the images are, where available, quotes from the respective artists. These will be illuminating and instructive.


Championing excellence in art is of profound cultural importance. This book provides an easy-to-navigate guide for anyone who believes in that cause and wishes to defend it with sound, rational arguments. I hope you find it of value.


RF
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* In the same way that there is a specific era within classical music called the Classical period (roughly 1730–1820), I use the term “modern art” as a general description of nontraditional art after about the 1860s, even though there was a specific era called Modern Art that lasted from the 1860s to the mid-1970s.




ART: WHAT IT IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T


The belief that there is a difference between good and bad, meaningful and meaningless, profound and vapid, exciting and banal—this belief was once fundamental. . . . But it offends against political correctness. Today there is only my taste and yours. —Sir Roger Scruton


In searching out a definition of art, one discovers a plethora of verbose, theory-heavy descriptions that tell us more about their authors than about art. It is not that complex. Simply stated, art is the visually creative depiction of an idea and/or emotion. It is visual, not verbal or aural; it is not functional like a road sign or PowerPoint presentation; nor can it be an accident. If it is any of these things, even in part, it becomes something else, and no longer art. But far more important than the definition of art is quality in art. This book focuses on the latter.


Art is the visually creative depiction of an idea and/or emotion.


Drawing, painting, and sculpture in all their varieties are the main avenues of art and embody the full range of potential visual expression. It is essential to note that each of these categories is one in which the artist is in complete control over every aspect of a work. Therefore, the accidental, the unplanned, cannot be considered legitimate art; a splash of mud on a wall coincidentally looking like the face of Elvis may be fascinating, but an artist claiming the freak occurrence as his or her own work would be disingenuous. (This does not apply to the chance, micro accidents that can happen within the controlled creation of a work, but of a piece as a whole.)


Some people will claim that “meaning” is as important as the visual. But all mediums— literature, music, etc.—can invoke meaning. Since the visual is what uniquely distinguishes art, the visual is, therefore, what most matters. In fact, a great work can and should be able to stand on its own without the viewer knowing anything about its meaning. A mythological piece, for instance Apollo and Daphne (Fig. 1), loses none of its artistic power when the viewer is unfamiliar with its narrative; familiarity only deepens the already deep experience of a great work. We should, therefore, be careful not to place the prime emphasis on meaning, otherwise art risks becoming commentary that just happens to be illustrated. Art is first and foremost visual and therein lies the priority. As it happens, many great artists of the past also used their art to make statements at times, but never at the expense of the visual excellence of their work. In his painting The Raft of the Medusa (Fig. 2), Théodore Géricault, for example, strongly condemned the French government’s treatment of the lower classes, yet even without knowledge of the work’s meaning, the viewer can be thoroughly taken by the painting’s powerful visual as painting alone. To further the point, despite what has been commonly assumed, the subject is the vehicle through which an artist demonstrates skill, not an artist’s skill being the vehicle by which to present a subject. In fact, we may think the subject trite or even detestable, but it is irrelevant to the level of visual quality embodied in the respective piece.


Since the visual is what uniquely distinguishes art, the visual is, therefore, what most matters.


A great work can and should be able to stand on its own without the viewer knowing anything about its meaning.


Properly, the subject is the vehicle through which an artist demonstrates skill, not an artist’s skill being the vehicle by which to present a subject.
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(Fig. 1) Apollo and Daphne, before 1688


Jakob Auer


The variety of textures achieved by Auer—earth, flora, fabric, gems, hair, and, of course, flawless skin—are all the more impressive when considering the relatively small size of this piece. All of this is presented within an upward, undulating movement of the intertwining figures and laurel branches.
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(Fig. 2) The Raft of the Medusa, 1818–1819


Théodore Géricault


While art historians will focus on the undeniably interesting symbolism of Géricault’s masterpiece, the viewer should first focus on the dynamic composition, made dramatic by the mast and rigging lines forming a pyramid on the left, and the rising grouping of figures forming a pyramid on the right. Drama is also heightened through the large and small patterns of light and dark flickering throughout, and the almost monochromatic color scheme, which helps accentuate the patches of bloodlike red here and there. A wondrous accomplishment to behold, especially when standing before the original in all its 16 by 23-foot monumentality.





There are those who will insist that too much emphasis is put on technical skill, and that art is more than about how good it “looks.” This is akin to saying that music is more than about how it “sounds.” John Cage’s 4'33" (four minutes and thirty-three seconds of patience-trying silence) is an example of how this analogy has been taken to a ridiculous extreme. Relatedly, if art is now about concept and theory, why do we need art schools? If technical skill is irrelevant, what then would be taught? Can conceptual thinking be imparted by an instructor? How would the students’ concepts be assessed? When young children begin to draw and proudly show us their results, do we now tell them, “That’s very nice, Johnny, but crumpling the drawing paper itself is also art!”?


As the nineteenth-century French Academic painter Léon Bonnat noted, ”Drawing and form: from those foundations we never stray; we cannot, we ought not to, because they are the conditions absolutely requisite to eternal beauty; and from antique art to contemporary, in passing through all the great epochs; Gothic art, the French and Flemish primitives, the Italian Renaissance, our classic art of the last three centuries, it is by form and drawing alone that the world has been enriched with so many masterpieces.”


Today, visual excellence has been almost completely replaced by statement and theory (I’ve actually been told that we don’t even need to see a modern work of art to appreciate it!). When a work’s meaning—its theory, message, statement—and not its visual excellence becomes as or more important than the visual, the work has failed as art. My Bed (Fig. 3) may be sociologically interesting, but it is something else—journalism, perhaps—not art. Untitled No. 17, 1961 (Fig. 4) may have a provocative, intellectual purpose (crown that movement with the name Color Field and it is swathed in instant gravitas), but it is still a visual work and as such falls within the demands of two-dimensional artistic criteria. To the eye of someone concerned with aesthetic excellence, a piece like this is seriously wanting, and an insult even to the casual viewer expecting skillful art in a serious museum.


When a work’s meaning—its theory, message, statement— and not its visual excellence becomes as or more important than the visual, the work has failed as art.
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(Fig. 3) My Bed, 1998


Tracey Emin


When it comes to words I have a uniqueness that I find almost impossible in art— and it’s my words that actually make my art quite unique. —Emin


Would it matter to the overall effect of the viewing experience if a pillow were removed, or the rug and its items were relocated to the foot of the bed? When message is the predominant value, the visual choices can become aesthetically arbitrary.
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(Fig. 4) Untitled No. 17, 1961, 1961


Mark Rothko


I am here to make you think. . . . I am not here to make pretty pictures! —Rothko


Rothko’s quote exposes that there has indeed existed value judgment in modern times regarding artistic quality, what with the condescending comment about “pretty pictures.” But did he mean that representational art in general is “pretty?” Or was he implying that making representational art would be beneath him? Or both?





That people can jump through hoops to come up with every possible justification for a messy bed or two swaths of color being great art is no longer surprising, but this is increasingly despairing for the future of artistic excellence. Definitions are critical, for the moment we begin to distort or stretch them, the more meaningless and pointless they become. A cauliflower with wings is no longer a vegetable; a work of art that is more words than visuals is no longer art. As the twentieth-century artist Edward Hopper said, “If I could say it in words there would be no reason to paint.”


If an artist needs to verbally “explain” their work, you know the work probably can’t visually stand on its own.


Something to look out for: if an artist needs to verbally “explain” their work, you know the work probably can’t visually stand on its own. And often being full of self-admiration, that artist can pontificate ad nauseam.


How then, might we analyze art and determine its quality? In the same way a doctor has tools and methods by which to examine and establish the condition of the human body, so too does the viewer possess similar means for assessing the quality of a work of art. Though not as concrete as that which may be determined in the sciences, these means, the very guides used by artists themselves for centuries to create their works, are nevertheless universal and invaluable and can be understood through the realm of aesthetics.




AESTHETICS: THE ANATOMY OF ART


Without craftsmanship, inspiration is a mere reed shaken in the wind.


—Johannes Brahms


Beauty is that which positively captivates and fulfills the senses, whether visually, aurally, mentally, or even physically, and the artist’s pursuit of it is, in truth, the pursuit of perfection. Aesthetics is the philosophy of beauty. It has been formulated by artists and thinkers over many centuries and concerns itself with analyzing that which universally most attracts the eye and spirit. That the principles are indeed universal, and transcend culture, can be found in the many anthropological studies that have discovered commonalities of visual experience and preferences among different peoples and over many centuries.


Beauty is that which positively captivates and fulfills the senses, whether visually, aurally, mentally, or even physically.


Aesthetics is the philosophy of beauty.


It is now acknowledged, for instance, that humans are attracted to faces and bodies that exhibit symmetry, which, evolutionarily, appears to represent health and security. This is revealing in that it begins to show how certain aspects of aesthetic preferences can be hardwired within us, and are not always the result of cultural influence.


Another way to look at this is to ask a simple question: Is there anyone anywhere who would not call a day with clear, blue skies and a mild temperature beautiful? Or a field of colorful wildflowers? Or a rainbow? Is this not a most basic starting point from which to recognize the human innateness of certain aesthetic universalities?


As mentioned in the introduction to this book, it is important to keep in mind that quality should not be confused with taste; quality is based on acknowledged standards, developed by artists themselves. Taste is simply one’s personal preference. While different cultures may prefer certain subjects or even certain color schemes, these are taste issues and not qualitative (it is interesting that, counter to predictable assumptions, the Japanese are some of the biggest fans and performers of the music of Bach and Beethoven—both German and a distant culture away). Also, one may enjoy a work of art or music or literature while recognizing its lesser quality, or be uninterested in a work while at the same time admitting to its greatness.


Quality in a work of art—its beauty, if you will—is found in the skillful execution of the respective medium: namely drawing, painting, and sculpture. It is in the observable touch and movement of the human hand across a physical surface, in the observable ingenuity of masterful design. It is the artist’s visual journey that should most captivate us, and not simply the destination: how a sunset was painted is more important than the fact that it looks like a sunset (this will be discussed in more detail later). And while subject matter may be captivating, it is secondary to the visual, for ideas are not art; ideas can become art. An interesting idea about a building does not render someone an architect. Therefore, it is skillful execution that is paramount, with the “idea” being its vehicle.


Quality in a work of art—its beauty, if you will—is found in the skillful execution of the respective medium: namely drawing, painting, and sculpture.


How a sunset was painted is more important than the fact that it looks like a sunset.


Ideas are not art.


Skillful execution can be determined by observing and analyzing the elements inherent to each respective medium, some of those elements being: composition, line, color, form, movement, and the subheadings: texture, value (light and dark), contrast, proportion, and spatiality. Works of lesser quality will display definite weaknesses in these areas, and while classical works can also have their flaws here and there, they are usually not at a level to seriously undermine the overall impact of a piece.


We will now examine the most principal of these, after which you’ll be able to see through the eyes of an artist, and objectively evaluate artistic quality in any art, including in this book—and not just rely on feelings or the pronouncements of the so-called experts.


Composition


Most two-dimensional art—drawings and paintings—is created within a flat, rectangular or circular format on paper, canvas, walls, etc. Composition is the positioning of shapes or objects, large or small, within a framework of these formats. A combination of balance and dynamics can be achieved by the specific positioning of the items in relation to each other and/or to the picture edge itself. Its value is similar to that of the outline of a novel, the lack of which would leave the reader no logical journey through the plot.


Composition is the positioning of shapes or objects, large or small, within a framework.


Some artists compose based on their natural visual instincts for balance and/or dynamics (Fig. 5), while others (mostly in the past) utilize diagrams that potentiate the most effective organization of objects within a frame (Fig. 6).
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(Fig. 5) View of Kangawa at Sunset, 1833–1834


Utagawa Hiroshige


An example of intuitional composition, this print shows the combination of balance: a horizon parallel to the top and bottom edges, bisected by perpendicular boat sails and masts, all countered by the dynamic angles of the lines of boats and canoes, and the rising and arcing street scene and foliage at the right. Without those added angles, the composition would be static and dull.
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(Fig. 6) The Last Supper, c. 1490s


Leonardo da Vinci


Leonardo’s Last Supper demonstrates the imaginative and controlled arrangement of thirteen figures within a symmetrically designed room. The white and red lines bring to light how carefully this was done: the windows, the rectangular patterns on the walls, the ceiling, the table surface, and the corners of the picture frame, intersect at different points to create dynamic angles and pyramids of figures (blue lines) all pointing toward the Christ figure at the painting’s center.
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