My personal art history


Little boys are a little slow to figure things out. When I was in school all the little girls loved to color with crayons. This was about the time American businessmen figured out that they could sell more than 8 colors and a box of crayons. They went up to 64! 

We all had coloring books. The little girls drove me crazy even back then. They could color so neatly between the lines. They could make one of those coloring books looked very very neat. I dismissed the whole thing as stupid. How creative is it just to color in somebody else's creation?  Playing with blocks was much more fun. And creative.
My mind changed totally in the 3rd grade. They took away the Lions and let us draw anything we wanted. I discovered I was a modern artist! 
My teachers hated the fact that I could never learn to print or to write. I just did not have enough control over my hands. And I was always in a hurry. Nobody could read my handwriting! Even me. I still have those report cards that said my handwriting was not satisfactory.

So when they took away the lines in the 3rd grade he gave me amazing freedom. I could draw trees! Trees do not grow in straight lines. Whatever crooked line I drew, it was art. I drew lots of trees. My horses, tigers, cats and airplanes did not come out terribly well, but I could do a willow tree or an oak tree. Of course, it helped that my teachers did not know an oak tree from a willow tree.  
I do not remember that my mother ever taped this stuff to the refrigerator. Times have changed. My ex-wife still has some of the art that my kids did in the 2nd and 3rd grade. It may be the best artwork they produce in their lifetimes.
They tried to teach us music.  We sang in grade school, but the songs were not terribly inspired. Elvis Pressley had not taken up his guitar yet, and the most popular instruments were trumpets and violins. 
But I remember listening to their popular music of that time. It was so good, and so smooth, that for a long time I did not know the difference between popular, operatic and classical music. Olga knows what I am talking about. She is also a fan of the big band era. I still remember the first song to stick in my mind, Unchained Melody, and the nostalgia it brought for men who were overseas fighting the war.

Oh my love my darling

I've hungered for your touch

a long lonely while

Time goes by so slowly

and time can do so much.
Nobody called popular music art, but it certainly was. The way they sing it back then required a great deal of skill and certainly it evoked a lot of emotion.

We had very few beautiful things around our 100 m² house. My parents could not afford many, and maybe that was for the better. My mother taught me to love them.  I still have a her favorite.  This is a statue of Quan Yen, variously described as the Goddess of Mercy, or an incarnation of Buddha, and variously called male or female. Whatever she is, she is beautiful and graceful. She was even more graceful before I broke her fingers as a little boy.

When I was in the 7th grade they still had not decided that every child should grow up to be a brain worker. They still taught people how to work with their hands. In 7th grade art I got to make 2 sculptures out of wood. I still remember how they looked. I was immensely proud of one of them, a snarling face that seemed to follow the contours of the piece of wood I chose. After I shaped it, I sanded it and sanded it and sanded it, falling more in love with it at each step. It secretly broke my heart that nobody else told me what a wonderful work it was. I would not tell them how disappointed I was in their lack of taste. If I made it it must be great art!
There is a lot of art and working with your hands. I was never any good by the standards of my childhood, but standards have changed. I learned how to work wood with chisels, a lathe, a saw, a hammer and nails, and screws. Playing with tops was a big thing when I was a kid. You know what a top is?  The little round thing that you wrap a string around it like that and pull the string back  you could buy them made out of pine wood in the stores. We made our own tops out of oak. We were very careful how we shaped them. Was that art? We made a lot of toy boats. I remember chiseling my own dugout canoes. Was that art? It certainly was to me.

Back then, it was assumed that one of the things that teachers do is to tell you how to be a good citizen. The poetry we read was patriotic and inspiring.  We sometimes had to memorize it. Here is the beginning of a very popular poem by Rudyard Kipling.
If you can keep your head when all about you
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you
But make allowance for their doubting too,
If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,
Or being lied about, don't deal in lies,
Or being hated, don't give way to hating,
And yet don't look too good, nor talk too wise:

My view of art changed when I was able to buy some of my own. I have brought the smallest of the Dutch paintings I bought in Germany. I have been looking at it daily now for more than 30 years.  I remember its position in all the houses it lived in.  The places it changed, the people have changed, but the painting is as it always has been. My appreciation of it, however, continues to grow. Every time I look I noticed new shadows. I imagine that the artist spent no more than a few days painting it. Can he or she imagine my relationship to the painting? I am sure it is different than theirs. They contrive an interesting arrangement of dried flowers. Interesting in its brittle layout, interesting in its muted colors. He did the painting and moved on. It was probably not recent when I bought it. One can imagine that pain here in a Dutch retirement home, contemplating the successes of his life. You wonder if he would even remember this piece. But I know I will.

And so it is with art. I do my own art now on the computer. It uses mathematical formulas to draw the eloquent curves that I could never manage on my own.  It handles symmetry, right angles, curves sections, lettering, and other tasks I could never do on my own. It is flexible enough to leave me a great deal of room for artistry. I used it extensively on a book I published 15 years ago, and have followed the software's improvements since.

