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Excerpts from  

GETTING IT: A GUIDE TO UNDERSTANDING AND APPRECIATING ART 

Becky Hendrick 

TO SEE 

Impressionist painting is easy to  recognise by its stylistic characteristics: the 
independent brushstroke and partially mixed, `optical' color. 

 

Imagine that the time is 1875 and the place is Paris, France. Imagine that I am 
a painter and I decide to go outside and paint directly from nature. Today this 
would hardly seem like a radical idea, but a century ago it was an unheard-of 
break with the tradition of painting established in the Renaissance. In 1875 
my teachers and fellow artists would be constructing their subject matter in 
the studio, working from posed models according to long-held views of 
academic composition and craftsmanship. 
 
There would be many reasons compelling me to paint in this new way at the 
end of the 19th century: pigment is being manufactured in tubes which make 
paint portable; the city is being transformed from its Medieval past to a 
wonderland of boulevards and gardens; the literature and philosophy of the 
period celebrate nature; and the growing middle-class is enjoying its leisure 
time in the parks and sidewalk cafes. It is la belle epoque, and out-of-doors is 
where it's happening in the Paris of 1875. 
 
Let's say that I have been contemplating how any of us knows what we know 
(a question many artists consider, whatever their epoch). Let's say that I have 
been thinking that we either trust someone else's description of a thing, or we 
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know that thing by seeing it, witnessing it, picturing it with our own eyes. I 
want to portray on my canvas exactly what I know through my eyes, what I 
see as I see it. I refuse to depend on memory, since memory is unreliable, and I 
avoid using my imagination which is equally faulty. 
 
Instead. I look at whatever is out there --- the subject matter is beside the 
point; let's say it is a row of trees --- and I translate it into paint, without 
sentiment or interpretation. All I want to do is to see, honestly and completely. 
My painting begins with a quick overall sketch to establish the scale and to 
organize the shapes on the picture plane. As I look at the patterns of dark and 
light and the relationships of colors, I notice that just as I start to paint, those 
very colors change, the highlights shift, and the shadows move. If a breeze 
blows, I realize that I see leaves as a mere impression of shimmering light and 
color rather than as individual shapes. 
 
I must rethink my entire method of painting. There isn't enough time for 
compositional organization, underpainting, or careful color mixing, all the 
things considered basic to painting. To capture any particular `reality,' which 
changes as the sun moves overhead or the wind blows. I have to paint very 
quickly. In order to depict what I see and to be true to the immediacy of seeing 
it, I must capture the sensory impression of forms, expressed through light 
and color, as it happens. 
I don't have time to thoroughly mix the various hues, but I discover that colors 
can be combined by the viewer's eye. And I can't carefully blend the 
brushstrokes and eliminate the evidence of my hand, as I might in the studio, 
but I recognize the energy that the visible strokes of pigment and texture give 
to the surface. 
 
During the 1870s in Paris, a group of artists set out to record visual reality as 
seen --- not as imagined or remembered --- and took their paints out of doors 
into the world of nature. light and atmosphere. Their inquiry into the act of 
seeing resulted in Impressionism, a style that is easily identified by its 
characteristics: broken color --partially mixed pigment which is optically 
blended by the viewer --- and the independent brushstroke. 
 
Of course we look at art from the outside, but it may help us Get It if we think 
about it from the inside out. Too often we consider art to be nothing more 
than style, instead of seeing style as the logical, visible outcome of the 
painter's intention and process. True, the next generation of Impressionists 
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did pattern their use of color and brushwork after the earlier painters, using 
style as a starting point. And they made some wonderful paintings along the 
way. But the importance of Impressionism is in its intention rather than its 
outcome, its style. 
 
There are people who still paint in the manner of the early Impressionists. 
The process may be instructive and satisfying to the painter, and the results 
may be nice to look at, but a century after its origin, Impressionism as a style 
is no more important to art than dropping apples from high places is 
important to physics. Impressionist paintings are popular and valuable, but 
the essential value of Impressionism lies in what it accomplished in its tune. 
Through an intense and uncompromising visual engagement with nattrre_ 
these early modem artists liberated the act of seeing. and through their work 
they asked questions that remain worth considering: 
 

What is the `real' color of any thing? 
 

What is 'true'? And how does one know? 
 

Is there a fixed reality? Is perception reality? Are perception and reality 

relative? 

By the beginning of the twentieth century. Impressionism was generally 
accepted and increasingly popular. Today we use reproductions of 
Impressionist paintings to decorate fabrics and note cards, coffee mugs and 
calendars. To our eyes, this is one style that we can agree is pretty and 
likeable. It is hard to believe that in 187, people saw these compositions of 
dissolving shapes and shimmering colors and considered them to be ugly ,. 
Gerome, the former head of the Academy of Painting and Sculpture which was 
the era's voice of aesthetic authority, described Impressionist paintings as 
"filth representing a great moral slackening." 
 
Gerome and his peers were not mentally deficient: to the uninitiated eye of a 
hundred years past, Impressionism was ugly. Our 20th-century eyes have 
been conditioned since birth by photographs and film, so it is easy for us to 
make sense of the soft focus and disintegrating edges of Impressionist 
painting. But when it was first exhibited, the display of brushstrokes and 
unblended color was the visual equivalent of hearing an unknown language: 
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meaningless nonsense, gibberish. noise. People of intelligence and 
sophistication condemned Impressionist art as "shitty painting." and "a threat 
to the nation." 
 
When we see something new --- or hear it: think rap music --- we lack the 
means to process it. Since we can't easily fit `the new' into any category, it can 
seem frightening, confusing, alienating, ugly. (Warning: this is not an 
equivalent equation. While `the new' is often considered to be ugly, ugly/ new 
things do not always become easy to understand or increasingly valuable as 
Impressionist paintings have done.) 
 
As hard as I try_ , I can't envision a world without photography. Like the 
computer in the twentieth century, the camera evolved from a large, 
cumbersome and expensive tool to a small, affordable and ubiquitous 
necessity. By 1874, when a group of painters formed the Society of 
Independent Artists later labeled as Impressionists --"mere impressionists," 
they were derided ---, photographs were being produced and reproduced 
everywhere. What must it have been like to see those first photographic 
images? 
 
The Impressionists may have been of two minds as they critiqued the shared 
visual reality of early photography. First, the camera enabled movement to be 
stilled, examined and understood. Imagine painting, from life, the fluid surface 
of a swimming pool: paintbrush ready, you look at the water and think okay... 
ready.. here goes... I've got it... I've got it... but the surface never stops moving, 
the patterns shift and merge. It is hard to see the patterns of movement until 
we examine movement stilled. 

  
 

Eadweard Muvbridge's photographs of figures in stop-action stills must have 
been a revelation to artists when his images of human and animal locomotion 
were published in 1887. grow they could see the movement of reflections on 
water, of steam from train engines, of the horse race. (Pre-camera depictions 
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of galloping horses presented their legs in impossible, invented positions; 
before seeing still photographs, how could one know?) 
 
At the same time, these painters surely recognized that a still photograph is a 
false record of the experience of seeing, thus discovering a new truth which is 
the underlying tenet of Impressionism: visual reality is transitory. It --- nature, 
light, atmosphere, life --- is never still. While the photographer replaced the 
painter as record-keeper and documentarian, the Impressionist artists went 
outdoors in order to look. And they painted in order to see. 
 
ART AND EXPERIENCE 
 
This Neo-Cubist collage presents numerous aspects of the coffee cup, 
arranged on a Modernist grid. 

 
 
If a Renaissance painter were to describe a simple cup, he might place it on a 
table in front of an open window and construct the image on his canvas by 
viewing the object from a fixed vantage point, applying the laws of linear 
perspective and carefully rendering all visible details. Four hundred years 
later, an Impressionist painter might arrange the cup on a table outdoors on a 
sunny day and respond to the play of light and color across its surface, again 
from a single viewpoint. But early in the twentieth century, some artists found 
the Impressionist manner of seeing and painting to be inadequate to the full 
description of and response to a reality beyond surface appearance. 
 
Their thinking might have gone like this: if my goal is to describe a cup and to 
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depict it completely, I can't just look at it from one point of view. I must pick it 
up and examine it from all sides; I tilt it, raise it over my head, and look at the 
bottom. If it is full of coffee, perhaps I take a sip. As I drink from the cup, I 
might glance at a newspaper. I put the cup down and leave a series of circular 
stains on the tablecloth. 
 
To fully know `cup,' I have to describe its totality. It takes more than 
measuring it in three dimensions from a single perspective; it requires the 
fourth dimension --tune --- to completely experience the cup, to look at it from 
multiple viewpoints and to see its parts and its whole. 
 
Pablo Picasso and George Braque, working in tandem during the first decade 
of the century, confronted this problem: how can an artist describe the world 
of experience within the single frame of a painting's surface? Their solution 
was Cubism. Uninterested in the Impressionists' obsession with effects of light 
and color as they define the surface of objects, the early Cubists set out to 
translate the whole of experience onto the picture plane. 
 
Fact: we never see the world from a fixed position. The optic nerve vibrates, 
our eyes move, our head shifts position, and we perceive reality in bits and 
pieces. Walking from point A to point B, we construct a useful composite of 
views, our eyes functioning much like a camera lens: focusing on details, then 
pulling back for a long view, re-focusing, shifting our point of view and range 
of vision. We piece together a meaningful reality that allows us to negotiate 
with objects in space. To the Cubist artists, the picture plane became the arena 
on which they acted out the experience of seeing, recording subject matter 
from multiple viewpoints at once, in facets that disintegrate, accumulate and 
reconfigure. 
 
It was no accident that Picasso and Braque developed this new way of seeing 
at the same time Albert Einstein published his theory of relativity. Concurrent 
to the early Cubist works, Einstein was using pure math and physics to 
explore the fourth dimension of time and space. The artists declared they 
were not influenced by any theory, and there is no reason to think that they 
read obscure and esoteric theories of contemporary science. But the collusion 
of ideas is not mere coincidence. At its highest level, art runs on a track 
parallel to those of pure science, mathematics, theology, philosophy, music 
and literature. The world of Picasso, Braque and Einstein was one of 
unprecedented change and increasing speed. People climbed the Eiffel Tower, 
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flew in early airplanes and hot air balloons, and saw their world from new 
heights, and simple perspective in relation to the horizon line was forever 
altered. 
 
The contributions of Cubist art are immeasurable. Whether contemporary 
artists acknowledge it or not, they have all been influenced by Cubism's 
innovations and techniques. Modern architecture, furniture and fashion 
design, typography and graphic layout, even imagery on MTV are all indebted 
to the Cubist revolution. As for painting, the picture plane which for four 
centuries had functioned as a `window' to the visual world was forever 
revolutionized. By 1910, the painting surface had been transformed into a 
planar field on which the experience of reality, not merely its visible surface 
appearance, could be recorded and expressed. 
 
ART AND MEANING 
 
This playful variation on Marcel Duchamp's L.H.O.O.O. illustrates the 
irreverent spirit of dada. 

 
 

Look through any art history book that surveys the story of Western art and 
you will see that the transition from representational art to that of abstraction 
is obvious. It occurs shortly after Impressionism, and as you turn the pages of 
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art history, you'll see that it is both a gradual change and a rapid one. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the Fauve painters declared color to be 
free from its descriptive and symbolic function. Taking the next step forward, 
German Expressionists distorted form as well as color to express emotions 
relevant to `the modern condition' --- alienation, anxiety, paranoia and 
isolation. The Cubists disintegrated form, then reassembled it into dynamic 
compositional wholes. By 1910, this revolution in painting was pretty much 
complete. 

That was when Wassily Kandinsky created the first non-objective painting, 
eliminating the depiction of subject matter altogether. The vocabulary of line, 
shape and color spoke directly to the viewer, as music does to the listener, 
without referring to subject matter or symbol. 
 
The camera was recording events and reproducing scenes, while art of the 
Modern Period was free to express inner realities of idea and emotion. 
Abstraction was, and still is, a huge umbrella that encompasses all manner of 
forms: subject matter is distorted, simplified, elaborated, geometricized, or 
completely abandoned in favor of pure non-objectivity. The formal elements 
serve the compositional and expressive needs of the artwork. In the Modern 
Period, art's function changed. It began to address its own issues. It became 
art for Art's sake. 
 
If you share the Modernist view of art, you accept the idea that forms have 
their own potential, that they are their own truth. Art has a universal power to 
speak to us directly, to connect us at our most human and humane levels, to be 
meaningful and therefore to create meaning. You believe in the power of art 
and the power of meaning. 
 
If you are a sculptor, you might want to make a work of art in keeping with 
these beliefs: you decide it will be non-objective, with no reference to subject 
matter. It will be made of a simple material, white, hard, and polished so it will 
reflect light and cast shadows; it will have subtle convex and concave forms; it 
will be penetrated here and there with circular openings that create an 
interplay of positive and negative spaces. You give it the title Fountain, sign it, 
and take it to a gallery for public display. You are an artist, and your Fountain 
is art. 
 
Again, let's say that, as a Modernist sculptor with the loftiest goals, you desire 
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to make a work that contains the sum of all things in the most elemental way. 
Perhaps this is some expression of your idea of God. As such, it would have no 
beginning and no end: you decide on an open circle. You create lines that 
spread from the center, suggesting an eternal going out and coming in. When 
the circle is still, you can reach through its radiating lines; when it spins, the 
same form defies penetration. It is a sculpture, so you put it on a pedestal. 
 
I have just described two works `created' by Marcel Duchamp around 1915. 
Before it was a sculpture, Duchamp's Fountain was nothing more than a 
common urinal, the last thing one would expect to see in the elite and 
sophisticated gallery setting of early Modernist art. The second example 
combined a bicycle wheel inverted on a crude kitchen stool. Duchamp, a 
respected artist of utmost seriousness, did not craft any of the forms; they 
were already made, `found objects' from the everyday world. 
 
Please don't misunderstand these examples. Duchamp's Wheel was not 
intended to be an evocation of God, nor was the urinal selected because of its 
inherent formal attributes. Duchamp's art was decidedly and intentionally 
anti-aesthetic. I take liberties here to make a point. If an artist were to create 
works in the fanciful manner I have described, we would nod our heads in 
approval: Art. 
 
If you think about it in this way, a urinal detached from its pipes and from its 
designed function meets the requirements of non-representational Modernist 
sculpture; no longer useful as plumbing, it functions only in a formal sense. 
You can't ride the bicycle wheel; it only `works' as a sculptural form. The stool, 
denied its original function, becomes viable as a pedestal. In the context of an 
art gallery, these quotidian objects become art. 
 
Duchamp and his cohorts from the world of art, literature and philosophy 
were responding to the honor and senselessness of the First World War and 
reacting to society's moral void. These artists and thinkers, under the 
intentionally meaningless moniker dada, despaired of `civilization.' If, in the 
3000-year tradition of Western Civilization, mankind has been unable to think 
its way to rational behavior, they suggested, how dare artists presume to 
make meaning in a warring and apparently irrational world? It was a good 
question then, and I think it still is. 
 
Duchamp's `ready-mades' --- objects produced for other purposes by 
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craftsmen or machines --- were intended to repudiate the notion of Modern 
Art as a reflection of civilization and proof of humankind's moral superiority. 
But dada, a movement born out of opposition to aesthetics, manners and 
rational behavior, was doomed to failure. A nihilistic, in-your-face celebration 
of absurdity and senselessness, it kept making sense! 
 
Another of Duchamp's ready-mades, titled L.H.O.O.Q.,  fully expresses the 
spirit of dada. Of course, Duchamp did not create the painting of Mona Lisa or 
even make the copied image. The Dadaist work is a small reproduction of 
Leonardo Da Vinci's masterpiece, the singular artwork that embodies Western 
Civilization. People will wait for hours to glimpse this Renaissance painting 
behind bullet-proof glass, not because it is the Western world's greatest 
painting or even Leonardo's finest achievement, but because it has become a 
cultural icon through infinite reproduction. 
 
Duchamp took a cheap postcard and cheapened it further, insulting the image 
with a drawn mustache and goatee. Beneath the picture he inscribed the 
letters L.H.O.O.Q. which when said aloud ---elle a chaud au queue (she's got a 
hot ass) --- label the grand dame of High Art and, by implication, art itself as a 
whore. In the context of the Great War, dada's anti-sense made a strong 
statement. We're blowing each other and the world into oblivion. We're killing 
and dying and rotting in the trenches. Meaning? Order? Humanism? 
Civilization? Art? 
 
Duchamp is something of a mentor to many young artists (and to would-be-
eternally-young artists, your author included, who came of age in the 1960s) 
to whom he is affectionately 'Marcel.' Dada continues to be a source of 
inspiration for those who share its irreverent and anti-authoritarian spirit. 
The idea of the 'found object,' too, appeals to many artists who resist bringing 
one more non-biodegradable thing into a crowded world. Materials that 
already exist are increasingly used by artists who question or reject the 
attitude that art's worth lies in the process of crafting precious materials for 
aesthetic ends. Instead, art is defined by its function. 
 
MONDRIAN AND I 
 
As Yugoslavia disintegrated into warring ethnic factions in the early 1990s, I 
made a small painting as a tribute to Mondrian, sadly titled Nice Try, Piet... 
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Every time I visit New York City, I try to set aside one day for a pilgrimage to 
the Museum of Modern Art. Early in the morning I start a long slow walk up 
Fifth Avenue from Soho. I go alone so I can stop anywhere along the way to 
browse through shops, get coffee, or people-watch at Rockefeller Center. I 
almost always see Someone Famous; once a network news anchor careered 
around the corner across from her office at NBC --- I was window-shopping at 
Tiffany's --- and crashed into me with her dry cleaning. I almost always 
witness some sort of urban crisis: fire engines or squad cars, parades or 
protests. It is most often Spring, always noisy, lively, energetic, and I love New 
York that day. Life, as I make my ritual stroll, is good. 
 
At the museum I see whatever special shows interest me, and then I escalate 
up to the permanent collection. I suppose there was a time years ago that I 
went from painting to painting in a methodical way, but now my habit is 
different. I stand in the center of each room and make a slow turn, letting 
paintings invite me to them for a closer look. I seriously study whatever 
artwork lures my attention, and at the same time I make a mental note of what 
appeals to me in a new and different way on each visit. One day I was 
attracted to a gem of a painting by Matisse that I had never noticed before, one 
that I wasn't familiar with from reproductions (looking at a souvenir postcard 
of the View ofNotre Darne, I have to admit that this subtle painting isn't well-
served by reproduction; see chapter 5) . Another time I spent several minutes 
exploring in close-up detail a series of large vertical paintings by Kandinsky, 
falling in love with passages of line and color. Every visit to the museum 
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becomes a wonderful exercise in discovery --- about art, of course, but also 
about whatever it is that draws me to a certain work of art at a certain point in 
time. 
 
In early 19911 was at MOMA, doing `my thing,' and I entered the small room 
hung with compositions by Piet Mondrian. A dozen or so paintings of varying 
sizes, squares and rectangles, verticals and diagonals, bore evidence to 
Mondrian's commitment to the integration of black, white, red, yellow and 
blue. These works weren't new to me; I had long admired Mondrian and used 
him as an example to students in design classes. But on this particular day, in 
a room I had passed through many times, I Got It. Here I was, a serious artist 
and teacher for over twenty years, and Mondrian's art was speaking to me for 
the first time in a truly profound way. I was so shaken, so moved, that I had to 
sit down. There is a bench in the room, and I was not alone as I sat and rather 
breathlessly looked at the paintings around the walls. Every now and then my 
eyes intersected those of people sitting nearby, people who looked as shamed 
as I felt. Our gazes momentarily met, and we nodded to each other ever so 
slightly. Yes, we were saying, yes, to each other and to Mondrian. 
 
Later I met a friend-of-a-friend, an artist who asked about my day at the 
museum. I reviewed for him: so-and-so's work was terrific, and someone-or-
the-other had a great installation. Then I cautiously began, "But you know, I 
had a really significant experience there..." and before I could go on, he 
interrupted excitedly: "Mondrian, right?" What was going on? we wondered. 
Why were we being so affected by work that hadn't stirred us this powerfully 
before? 
 
For months afterwards, back at home in the provinces, I thought more and 
more about this episode. I investigated Mondrian with a good bit of 
seriousness, examining books of his paintings and reading his statements. I 
discovered that he was a Theosophist and made a mental note to look into 
what that might mean to his work; someday I will. It isn't hard to see what the 
artist was doing in a formal sense as he brought equivalent and exclusive 
elements together into balanced order. This is the stuff of any basic design 
class, and Mondrian's balanced grids exemplify the goals of composition in an 
elemental way. 
 
But Mondrian's achievement as an artist goes much deeper than simple two-
dimensional design. In the 1930s and `40s, Mondrian was developing his 
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aesthetic language of line, shape and color along with other Modernists who 
were breaking with the pictorial tradition that had defined art since the 
Renaissance. Gone was illusionistic space, imitative form, and ultimately all 
reference to pictorial reality. In its place, artists used a universal language of 
pure form, freed from the constraints of subject matter and symbol. 
 
This was profoundly heady stuff, philosophical, spiritual and, yes, political. 
Representational art of the time was being used by the extremes of the 
political right and left: the Mexican muralists, the American Social Realists, 
regionalists and nationalists pictured and proselytized from both sides of the 
political spectrum. Modernists like Mondrian were idealistic and anti-
nationalistic; their pure visual language appealed to the universal and utopian. 
Modernist abstraction, says critic Arthur Danto, "set out to change the world 
and redeem the human spirit." 
 
Over the years, working first from closely observed nature. Piet Mondrian 
discovered that he was interested solely in relationships. In his words, his goal 
was to achieve "pure reality" which he defined as "equilibrium through the 
balance of unequal but equivalent opposites." He pared his formal vocabulary 
down to painting's purest elements: red, yellow, blue, black and white are 
color. Each is completely independent of the other and yet each is necessary 
for color's completeness. To unify these oppositional elements, Mondrian 
limited his shapes to the single yet infinitely varied rectangle and introduced a 
structure of black lines to hold these forces in a state of tension and 
coherence. 
 
Imagine doing what Mondrian did, time after time in painting after painting. 
Confronting the empty canvas, he set out to bring disparate elements into 
completeness, wholeness, and balance. If it can be done on the picture plane, 
the art implies, so can it be done in the world. Over and over Mondrian faced 
the blank canvas. What daring, what courage, what an act of faith! His painting 
process became a devotional act, a "bringing into being" of unity, relationship 
and meaning. 
 
Art isn't made in a vacuum ...What we feel compelled to do, whether it's making 
art or giving your life to God --- I personally don 't think there 's any difference 
between the two --- evolves out of the inner fabric of our lives ...The work, the 
vocation is an attempt ...to full in an inner way, in a symbolic way, what the 
outer world is failing to provide... in the service of wholeness. 
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(Gail Godwin, The Good Husband)  
 

 
 
Source- Becky Hendrick; Getting It: a Guide to Understanding and Appreciating 
Art, New Mexico, 1999 (Highly recommended) 


