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AN ADDRESS TO THE STUDENTS OF THE SCHOOL OF DESIGN FOR WOMEN,
PHILADELPHIA, WRITTEN IN 1901

by Robert Henri

The real study of an art student is generally missed in the pursuit of a copying
technique.

I knew men who were students at the Academe Julian in Paris, where I studied in
1888, thirteen years ago. I visited the Academe this year (1901) and found some of the
same students still there, repeating the same exercises, and doing work nearly as good as
they did thirteen years ago.

At almost any time in these thirteen years they have had technical ability enough to
produce masterpieces. Many of them are more facile in their trade of copying the model,
and they make fewer mistakes and imperfections of literal drawing and proportion than do
some of the greatest masters of art.

These students have become masters of the trade of drawing, as some others
have become masters of their grammars. And like so many of the latter, brilliant
jugglers of words, having nothing worthwhile to say, they remain little else than clever
jugglers of the brush.

The real study of an art student is more a development of that sensitive nature
and appreciative imagination with which he was so fully endowed when a child,
and which, unfortunately in almost all cases, the contact with the grown-ups
shames out of him before he has passed into what is understood as real life.
Persons and things are whatever we imagine them to be.

We have little interest in the material person or the material thing. All our valuation of
them is based on the sensations their presence and existence arouse in us.
And when we study the subject of our pleasure it is to select and seize the salient
characteristics which have been the cause of our emotion.

Thus two individuals looking at the same objects may both exclaim "Beautiful!"
—both be right, and yet each have a different sensation-each seeing different
characteristics as the salient ones, according to the prejudice of their sensations.

Beauty is no material thing.
Beauty cannot be copied.
Beauty is the sensation of pleasure on the mind of the seer.
No thing is beautiful. But all things await the sensitive and imaginative mind that

may be aroused to pleasurable emotion at sight of them. This is beauty.
The art student that should be, and is so rare, is the one whose life is spent in the love
and the culture of his personal sensations, the cherishing of his emotions, never undervalu-
ing them, the pleasure of exclaiming them to others, and an eager search for their clearest
expression. He never studies drawing because it will come in useful later when he is an
artist. He has not time for that. He is an artist in the beginning and is busy finding the
lines and forms to express the pleasures and emotions with which nature has already
charged him.

No knowledge is so easily found as when it is needed.
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Teachers have too long stood in the way; have said: "Go slowly—you want to
be an artist before you've learned to draw!"

Oh! those long and dreary years of learning to draw! How can a student after the
drudgery of it, look at a man or an antique statue with any other emotion than a
plumbob estimate of how many lengths of head he has.

One's early fancy of man and things must not be forgot. One's appreciation of
them is too much sullied by coldly calculating and dissecting them. One's fancy must not
be put aside, but the excitement and the development of it must be continued through
the work. From the antique cast there should be no work done if it is not to translate
your impression of the beauty the sculptor has expressed. To go before the cast or the
living model without having them suggest to you a theme, and to sit there and draw
without a theme for hours, is to begin the hardening of your sensibilities to them-the
loss of your power to take pleasure in them. What you must express in your drawing
is not "what model you had," but "what were your sensations," and you select from what is
visual of the model the traits that best express you.

In drawing from the cast the work may be easier. The cast always remains the
same-the student has but to guard against his own digressions. The living model is
never the same. He is only consistent to one mental state during the moment of its
duration. He is always changing. The picture which takes hours-possibly months-
must not follow him. It must remain in the one chosen moment, in the attitude which
was the result of the sensation of that moment. Most students wade through a week of
changings both of the subject and their own views of it. The real student has remained
with the idea which was the commencement. He has simply used the model as the
indifferent manikin of what the model was. Or, should he have given up the first idea,
it was then to take on another, having destroyed the work which was the expression of the
former.

The habit of digression-lack of continued interest want of fixed purpose, is
an almost general failing. It is too easy to drift and the habit of letting oneself drift
begets drifting. The power of concentration is rare and must be sought and cultivated,
and prolonged work on one subject must not be mistaken for concentration. Prolonged
work on one subject may be simply prolonged digression, which is a useless effort, as it is
to no end.

Your model can be little more than an indifferent manikin of herself. Her
presence can but recall to you the self she was when she so inspired you. She can but
mislead if you follow her. You need great time to paint your picture. It took her a
moment, a glance, a movement, to inspire it. She may never be just as she was again.
She changes momentarily. As she poses she may be in the anguish of fatigue. Who can
stand all those hours, detained from their natural pursuits without being bored? At least
there is a drifting of the mind, pleasant, gay, sad, trivial-and, imperceptibly the
forms and the attitude change to the expression of the thought, and it gets into the
brush of the careless artist and it comes out in the paint.

Few paintings express one idea. They are generally drifting composites
wandering through the poses of many frames of mind of the sitter, and the easy driftings
of the view of the artist. They present the subject, but the parts are as seen under different
emotions, and their only excuse is that they are so wonderfully well done.
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Why do we love the sea? It is because it has some potent power to make us think things
we like to think.

A "still life" in great art is a living thing. The objects are painted for what they
suggest, and their presentation has no excuse if it is not to carry to the mind of the
observer the fancy they aroused in the artist. If they do not do this and are but simply
wonderfully well copied, then there is no communication between the artist and the
observer, and the latter gets no more than he would if he were to see the same things in
nature. Chardin was a great painter of still life.

When a student comes before his model his first question should be: "What is
my highest pleasure in this?" and then, "Why?" All the greatest masters have asked
these questions—not literally—not consciously, perhaps. And with them this
highest pleasure has grown until with their great imaginations, they have come to
something like a just appreciation of the most important element of their subject, having
eliminated its lesser qualities. With their prejudice for its greater meaning, their eyes
take note only of the lines and forms which seem to be the manifestation of that
greater meaning.

This is selection. And the result is extract.
The great artist has not reproduced nature, but has expressed by his extract the

most choice sensation it has made upon him.
A teacher should be an encourager.
An artist must have imagination.
An artist who does not use his imagination is a mechanic. No material thing is

beautiful. All is as beautiful as we think it.

There is a saying that "love is blind"—perhaps the young man is the only one who
appreciates her.

There are many artists who cast upon the floor and trample under foot their very
best production simply because it was done hurriedly under the inspiration of an idea;
the work has expressed the idea, but remains otherwise incomplete, "unfinished" they
say, and then they save and frame and put under glass a work that is but a clever
composite of a series of incomplete ideas, seemingly finished. The latter has taken time,
work, study, looks knowing, shows erudition. There has been no shirking. They call it
serious-and serious it is.

The other is but a butterfly of the imagination. However, butterflies are beautiful.
Such a proposition as this should not send art students off to the making of hasty dashes
at ideas and end in reducing art to a scribble or two, for there is a check to that in the works
of most of the masters. There are the old Dutch, whose butterflies lived through the
most completed development, as well as those of such as Whistler, which may have been
done with the least amount of detail. All are complete. Each beautiful in its kind.
An art student should read, or talk a great deal with those who have read. His
conversations with his intimate fellow students should be more of his life and less of
paint.

He should be careful of the influence of those with whom he consorts, and
he runs a great risk in becoming a member of a large society, for large bodies tend
toward the leveling of individuality to a common consent, the forming and the adherence
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to a creed. And a member must be ever in unnecessary broil or pretend agreement which
he cannot permit himself to do, for it is his principle as an art student to have and to
defend his personal impressions. Somebody, I think it was Corot, said that art is "nature
as seen through a temperament."

There are, however, societies of a very few-little cliques which form by
sympathy and which believe in and sustain the independence of their members, and which
live by the variety of individualities expressed. Such was that coterie of which Manet,
Degas, Monet, Whistler and others of special distinction were the outcome. Rossetti,
Burne-Jones, the pre-Raphaelites, formed another. Many are the little congresses
among the students in Paris made up of men from all countries, who draw together
through similar sympathy.

The reproduction of things is but the idle industry of one who does not value his
sensations, and who was done with his imaginings when he passed out of childhood
and consented that the prancing horse he had bestrode in those happy days had only
been a broken broomstick.

Old Walt Whitman, to his last days, was as a child in the gentleness and the
fullness of his fancy. A few flowers on his window-sill were enough to arouse in him the
pleasantest sensations and the most prophetic philosophy.

Walt Whitman was such as I have proposed the real art student should be.
His work is an autobiography-not of haps and mishaps, but of his deepest thought, his
life indeed.

No greater treasure can be given us. Confessions like those of Rousseau or those
of Marie Bashkirtseff are thin in comparison with this life expressed by Whitman,
which is so beautiful, in the reading of which we find ourselves.
Whitman died a few years ago, but Whitman lives on in his work, which is his life,
and which will expand and be greater the more it is known. Like Shakespeare, who met
so few in his fifty odd years, and knew us all so well down to this day.  Think of the
brilliant writers whose touches on the hearts of their publics have not lasted out even their
own lifetimes.

Permit me to quote these lines of Walt Whitman's, written of his own work:
"'Leaves of Grass,' indeed (I cannot too often reiterate) has mainly been the outcropping
of my own emotional and other personal nature—an attempt from first to last, to put a
person, a human being (myself, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, in America)
freely, fully and truly on record. I could not find any similar personal record in current
literature that satisfied me. But it is not on `Leaves of Grass' distinctively as
literature, or a specimen thereof, that I feel to dwell or advance claims. No one will get at
my verses who insists upon viewing them as a literary performance, or attempt at such
performance, or as aiming mainly towards art or aestheticism," and then close at hand
he quotes from another. A picture of unknown authorship is the subject. "Rubens, asked
by a pupil to name the school to which the picture belongs, replies, `I do not believe the
artist, unknown and perhaps no longer living who has given the world this legacy, ever
belonged to any school or ever painted anything but this one picture, which is a personal
affair—a piece out of a man's life."'

And he quotes from Tame:
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"All original art is self-regulated and no original art can be regulated from
without It carries its own counterpoise and does not receive it from elsewhere—lives
on its own blood."

One of the great difficulties of an art student is to decide between his own
natural impressions and what he thinks should be his impressions. When the majority of
students and the majority of so-called arrived artists go out into landscape, saying they
intend to look for a "motive," they too often mean, unconsciously enough, that it is their
intention to look until they have found an arrangement in the landscape most like some
one of the pictures they have seen and liked in the galleries. A hundred times, perhaps,
they have walked by their own subject, felt it, enjoyed it, but having no estimate of their
own personal sensations, lacking faith in themselves, pass on until they come to this
established taste of another. And here they would be ashamed if they did not appreciate,
for this is an approved taste, and they try to adopt it because it is what they think
they should like whether they really do so or not.

Is it not fine to see the development of oneself? The finding of one's own tastes.
The final selection of a most favorite theme; the concentration of all one's forces on that
theme; its development; the constant effort to find its clearest expression in the chosen
medium; an effort of expression which commenced with the beginning of the idea,
and follows its progress step by step, becoming a technique born of the theme itself
and special to it. The continuation through years, new elements entering as life goes on,
each step differing, yet all the same. A simple theme on which a life is strung.

The study of art should go broadcast.
Every individual should study his own individuality to the end of knowing his

tastes. Should cultivate the pleasures so discovered and find the most direct means of
expressing those pleasures to others, thereby enjoying them over again.
Art after all is but an extension of language to the expression of sensations too subtle for
words.

And we will acquire this greater power of revealing ourselves!
All the forms of art are to be a common language, and the artist will no longer

distinguish himself by his tricks of painting, but must take rank only by the weight
and the beauty of what he expresses with the wise use of the languages of art universally
known.


