
Session One: Lessons from Abstraction vs Representation 
 
 

1. Do you think of yourself as an abstract or representational painter? Or both? Or neither? 
 

2. Is it really possible to think in purely ‘formal’ terms like Greenberg suggests? 
 

3. How do you know when a painting is finished? 
 

4. Which is more important to you: form or subject matter? Are these two things really so 
separate? 
 

5. Do you feel like part of a movement/scene/moment, or does painting – as a direct and 
individual act – oppose these kinds of clubs/cliques? 
 

 
 
 
 Think about these questions in relation to the quotes below:    
 
 

I'll tell you a funny story about Clement Greenberg. I was once going with him to 
the Boston Museum of Fine Art with Kensworth Malfit who was the chief curator at 
the time. The three of us were going through an exhibition of Chardin […] And I said, 
well, what do you think of this, Clem? […] And he said, 'Look at the colors! Just look 
at the colors!'. I said, 'But there's much more than the colors here! 

Donald Kuspit, in conversation with Julie Copeland, Sunday Morning, 2005 
 

 
 
The art for art’s sake, or formalist strain, of non-objective painting has an 
apparently suicidal tendency to narrow itself down, to zero in on specific problems 
to the exclusion of all others. 

Lucy R. Lippard, ‘The Silent Art’, Art in America, 1967 
 

 
 
I do not see why the loss of faith in the known image and symbol in our time should 
be celebrated as a freedom. It is a loss from which we suffer, and this pathos 
motivates modern painting and poetry at heart.  
I think the only pressing question in painting is: When are you through?  

Philip Guston, Statement in Nature in Abstraction, 1958 
 

  
 
I’m not interested in relationships of color or form or anything else. […] The people 
who weep before my pictures are having the same religious experience I had when 
I painted them.  

Mark Rothko, in conversation with Selden Rodman, 1956 
 
 



 
If you decide to paint the sublime, or you decide to paint beer cans […] it’s basically 
the same thing […] but don’t decorate rectangles.  

Philip Guston, The Image, lecture given at the New York Studio School, 1969 
 
 
 
Abstract painting is a relatively recent approach to painting. I think abstract 
painting is just beginning. All possibilities are open to it in ways we can’t imagine. 

Robert Ryman, Quoted in Nancy Grimes, ‘White Magic’, ARTnews, 1986 
 
 

 
Abstract painting is finished: it’s marginalized, it’s minor, it’s dying and no one 
really cares or notices. 

Chris Martin, ‘Everything is Finished, Nothing is Dead’, The Brooklyn Rail, 2003 
 

 
 
The grammar of a painting is always abstract. 

Alex Katz, in conversation with Anna McNay, 2017   
 

 
 
Marx […] noted that when abstract things such as money rule the world and define 
all social relationships, it is hard to separate the abstract from the real, the 
tangible from the intangible, the concrete from the conceptual.  

Pier Vittorio Aureli, ‘Intangible and Concrete’, e-flux, 2015 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Session Two: Tradition, Technology, and ‘the Contemporary’ 

 

1. How does painting – an ancient medium – stay relevant today? 

2. Which artists are most important to you? Are they living? Dead? Idols? Peers? 

3. What roles do tradition and technology play in what you make? 

4. Why paint something when you could print it, have it made, or simply display it on an LCD? Is 
there a big difference? 

5. Should painting use, discuss, or resist the digital world? What can we take from the digital 
world? How? And why? 

 

 Think about these questions in relation to the quotes below: 

 

You know exactly what I think of photography. I would like to see it make people 
despise painting until something else will make photography unbearable. 

Marcel Duchamp, in a letter to Alfred Stieglitz, 1922 

 

 

I'm still bourgeois enough to eat with a knife and fork, and to paint with oil on 
canvas,  

Gerhard Richter, in conversation with Benjamin Buchloh, 1986 

 

 

That’s how it started. I was trying to do these stupid marker drawings, something 
hard-edged and geometric, and I got so bored. It was too much work. I could just 
type the same thing into the computer, and the printer did a much better job. […] 
Art has to be sexy. 

Wade Guyton, in conversation with David Armstrong, 2009 

 

 

The instant the criterion of genuineness in art production failed, the entire social 
function of art underwent an upheaval. Rather than being underpinned by ritual, it 
came to be underpinned by a different practice; politics.  

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1936 

 



It turned out that instead of going along with the computer and profiting from its 
possibilities, I had to go against it, ignore what it’s made for and do what I do 
anyway.  What my art stands for is a method. 

Albert Oehlen, in conversation with John Corbett, 2011 

 

 

The poor image has been uploaded, downloaded, shared, reformatted, and 
reedited. […] Obviously, a high-resolution image looks more brilliant and impressive, 
more mimetic and magic, more scary and seductive than a poor one. It is more rich, 
so to speak. […] but users become the editors, critics, translators, and (co-)authors 
of poor images. 

Hito Steyerl,’In Defence of the Poor Image’, e-flux, 2009 

 

 

I’m a painter, I’m still a painter and I will die a painter. Everything that I have 
developed has to do with extending visual principles off the canvas. 

Film maker and performance artist, Carolee Schneemann, in conversation with 
Pipilotti Rist, 2017 

 

 

Painting may be beyond itself, whether it is networked or digital or post or neo, but 
it is still standing in some of the same clothes. Probably half our heroes were 
specific to their means and forms. So, what is wrong with considering the particular 
traits—perhaps the needs—of the medium? 

Matt Saunders, ‘Thread, Pixel, Grain’, in Painting Beyond Itself, 2016 

 

 

I would like to propose an idea of painting that, on the one hand, acknowledges 
painting’s manifold historical expansions, while on the other hand, grasps its 
residual specificity. 

Isabelle Graw, ‘The Value of Liveliness’, in Painting Beyond Itself, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 



Session Three: Painting and Colour 

 

1. How do you choose what colours you use? Where does your palette come from? 

2. Which colours do you rely upon most? Why? 

3. Which colours are you worried about using? Why? 

4. What would you like to change about your use of colour? 

5. Think of a painter and a colour they use, why is it important in their work? What job does it 
do? 

6. Why is it so hard to talk about colour? 

 

 

 Think about these questions in relation to the quotations below: 

 

 

Just as the knowledge of acoustics does not make one musical, […] no color system 
by itself can develop one’s sensitivity for color. This is parallel to the recognition 
that no theory of composition by itself leads to the production of music, or of art. 

Josef Albers, Interaction of Color, 1963 
 

 
 
My response to what I learned from (Albers) was just the opposite of what he 
intended. I was very hesitant about […] selecting colors that would achieve some 
predetermined result, because I didn’t have any ideas to support that sort of thing 
– I didn’t want color to serve me, in other words. 

Robert Rauschenberg, The Bride and the Bachelors, 1962  
 
 
 
Colour is sensibility in material form; matter in its primordial state. 

Yves Klein, ANT 60, 1960 
 

 
 
I can just mix paint for six hours. I’ll have an idea of what kinds of colors I’ll be 
looking for. Sometimes I just listen to a book on tape and mix, like a long car ride. 

Dana Schutz, Interview with Benjamin Bruneau, 2015 
 

 
 
In his [Hockney’s] apparently simple world-view, bright colours are equated with 
optimism and joy. 

David Lee, Profile David Hockney: Too Many Bright Colours, 1999 



 
Against forces of joy-killing, color is a wild card, a powerful force, a feminine or 
anarchistic other who is resistant to the language of law. Walter Benjamin writes 
that color is the very essence of childhood imagination, a powerful form of 
innocence that can subvert the logic of capitalism. […] When people talk about 
color as decorative, I just don’t know what they’re talking about.  

Amy Sillman, On Color, 2017 
 

 
 
I actually started out as a very colorful, gestural painter. When I started to work 
with imagery I wanted to go more for the signifier and what it meant than the 
aesthetics of it, which meant I had to reduce, and reduce drastically […] I banned 
color. 

Luc Tuymans, In Conversation with Jarrett Earnest, 2016  
 

 
 
The colours we see in the city are the constantly changing products of industrial 
chemistry, electrification, and more recently digital technology. A few years ago, 
making art from neon looked quite contemporary, now it seems rather quaint and 
LEDs are everywhere. 

David Batchelor, Interview with Roman Road Journal, 2017  
 
 

 
I have always loved “dirty” color. Many paintings produced by beginning art 
students have a similar effect […] Novice painters add black to colored pigment, 
producing an extremely ugly and unnatural color palette. At first, I was disturbed 
by such coloration, but I have grown to admire it and gone on to produce works 
attempting to utilize it.  

Mike Kelley, The Meaning is Confused Spatially, Framed, 2000  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Session Four: Painting, Ego, and the Individual 

 

 

1. Is ‘genius’ still possible? What is the role of the individual or ego in painting today?  

2. Do you think an artist’s ‘life-story’ is important to their value? Give some examples 
either way. 

3. Is it important to you that an artist is a ‘good’ person? 

4. What does your work reveal about you, if anything?  

5. How much of what you do is instinctive? How much is learned? 

6. Can you really ‘teach’ painting? 

 

 

Think about these questions in relation to the quotations below: 

 

 

All insubstantial souls aspire to possess an identity of their own, and it is that 
identity that I seek in life and in my work. 

Max Beckmann 

 

 

It is not what the artist does that counts, but what he is […] Cezanne’s anxiety; the 
torments of Van Gogh. 

Alfred H. Barr, Picasso, Fifty Years of his Art, 1946 

 

 

In recent years all accounts of Picasso as a personality have become absurd. He has 
surrounded himself with a court, and he is king. The affects of the consequent 
flattery and insulation have been devastating, not only on the judgement of all 
those who know him, but on his own work. 

John Berger, Success and Failure of Picasso, 1965 

 

 

 



Painting is self-discovery. Every good artist paints what he is. 

Jackson Pollock 

 

 

The subjectivity of the New York School abstract expressionist was constructed in 
the American culture of the late 1940’s and early 1950’s as that of an isolated, 
angst ridden male genius alternating between bouts of melancholic depression and 
volcanic creativity. […] His staunchly heterosexual libido drove his brush.  Pollock 
was the quintessential hero of this powerful mythos. […] The gestural paintings of 
artists such as Franz Kline and Willem de Kooning built on this romantic scaffolding 
and were understood at the time as records of a spontaneous encounter with the 
canvas, existential acts summoned with great courage from the depths of the 
subconscious self. 

Caroline A. Jones, ‘Finishing School: John Cage and the Abstract Expressionist 
Ego’, Critical Inquiry Vol. 19, No. 4 (Summer, 1993), pp. 628-665 (38 pages), 1993 

 

 

Painting is not my life. My life is my life. Painting is a great idea I carry from place 
to place. It is an idea full of ideas, like a refugee’s suitcase. 

R.B. Kitaj, First Diasporist Manifesto 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Texts from:  

Dave Hickey – Pirates and Farmers 

Benjamin H.D. Buchloh – Deskilling, Reskilling (from: A Nude in the Neo - Avant 
Garde) 

 

 Keywords: Ego + Individualism + Genius + Inspiration + Gesture + Fetish + 
Education + Technique + Community 

 

 

 



Session Five: Painting, Economy and Institution 

 

 

1. Which of the infrastructures we have built around painting are useful? Which are 
damaging? Which can be avoided? Which cannot? How? 

2. What role does context (gallery, city, commercial value) play in defining how we look at 
painting? 

3. Do you have ideal conditions in mind when you make your work - a certain gallery, a type 
of viewer, a buyer? 

4. How can painting make itself accessible and relevant to all? Does this matter? 

5. How do you go about valuing a painting? 

6. What do you think of as ‘success’ within painting? Money? Critical acclaim? Personal 
pleasure? How do you achieve and/or measure this? 

 

  

Think about these questions in relation to the quotations below: 

 

 

We’re waiting to enter El Castillo, a cave system that contains the earliest human 
artwork yet discovered: cave paintings recently dated at 40,000 years old. […] 

Caves are spaces of representation without edges; where the world and the space 
of the page are the same thing. Drawings whose subject, but also medium, is space. 
Representation that is applied to the world itself; representation that becomes the 
world. 

Inside the cave, we occupy the drawing just as the drawing occupies and 
manufactures space. We are not outside observers of an image, but active 
participants within the space of representation. 

Sam Jacob, ‘Rendering: The Cave of the Digital’, e-flux, 2018 

 

 

 

The work of art is so frightened of the world at large, it so needs isolation in order 
to exist, that any conceivable means of protection will suffice. It frames itself, 
withdraws under glass, barricades itself behind a bullet-proof surface, surrounds 
itself with a protective cordon, with instruments showing the room humidity, for 
even the slightest cold would be fatal. Ideally the work of art finds itself not just 
screened from the world, but shut up in a vault, permanently and totally sheltered 



from the eye. […] 

aren’t such extreme measures, bordering on the absurd, already with us, every day, 
everywhere, when the artwork is exhibited in those vaults called galleries, 
museums? 

Daniel Buren, Reboundings, 1970 

 

 

Just after the Second World War, Picasso bought a house in the South of France, 
and paid for it with one still-life. 

John Berger, Success and Failure of Picasso, 1965 

 

The age where art became reproducible by technological means, in setting it free 
form its cultic roots, extinguished the light of its autonomy forever. 

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1936 

 

 

Authentic marketing is not the art of selling what you make, but knowing what to 
make. 

Marketing Professor and consultant, Philip Ketler 

 

 

Keywords: Commodity + Market + Freedom + Dependence + Labour + Class + 
Sociability + Accountability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Session Six: Painting and Language 

 

 

1. How would you describe the language you use to paint? 

2. Look at the quote from Lyotard. Which of these describes your painting? 

3. What kind of language should artists use to talk about painting? Scientific? Historical? 
Poetic? Obscure? Accessible? 

4. What is the value of criticism and art writing? 

5. How can we talk about painting without limiting its meaning? 

6. How do you decide on titles for your paintings? Is it easy or difficult? 

 

 

Consider these questions in relation to the following quotes: 

 

 

A story is told according to which Saint-Pol-Roux, in times gone by, used to have a 
notice posted on the door of his manor house in Camaret, every evening before he 
went to sleep, which read: THE POET IS WORKING 

André Breton, Manifesto of Surrealism, 1924 

 

 

 

Leave the poem in its darkness. 

Paul Celan  

 

 

 

In a given language, painting for example, many games are possible. If we limit 
ourselves to the intelligible categories proposed by Wittgenstein for language 
games, we may imagine:  

a painting that commands  

a painting that tells a story  

a painting that defines  



a painting that questions and/or answers  

a painting that is its own adornment  

a painting that is its own painting  

a painting that quotes 

Jean-François Lyotard and Thomas Repensek 

Preliminary Notes on the Pragmatic of Works: Daniel Buren, 1979 

 

 

If you can’t say it clearly, you don’t understand it yourself. 

John Searle, 1983 

 

 

Strategic obscurantism has historically existed for a number of reasons. It has 
disguised dangerously heterodox ideas. It has resisted co-option and 
commodification. It has sought to complicate and re-activate that which we take 
for granted. 

Marina Gerner, 2019 

 

 

The function of the art critic—perhaps “art commentator” would be a better way of 
putting it—consists in preparing protective text-clothes for works of art. These are 
texts not necessarily written to be read. 

Boris Groys, Critical Reflections, ‘Art Power’, 2008 

 

 

The title is a hint. There’s a certain poetry between the image and the title. 

Wilhelm Sasnal, 2008 


