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A NOTES AND APPRECIATIONS
A DRAWING is a thing to be looked at and not written
about. Pages and pages written about it will not make a
good drawing bad nor a bad drawing good; nor will they,
unfortunately, really equip and instruct anyone to know the
one from the other—should he happen to lack that subtle
sense whereby such things are known; for the reason why
one drawing is justly ranked as a masterpiece while
another is thrown away lies hidden on the plane of our
more transcendental perceptions—such, for example, as
the sense whereby we know whether a note is in tune or
out of tune; and further: whether a musical composition is
base in its gesture or great. At present the majority of
people lack these senses but, due to a guiding justice, this
fact rarely if ever prevents the artist who has achieved
something great from receiving, though it may have been
long retarded, his full meed of praise eventually. That the
praise is so often belated and the appreciation of an artist
retarded until, for him, it has lost its savour is due to many
causes: so long as the competitive and childish habit
persists—of awarding the palm of greatness to one man’s
work by the simple expedient of simultaneously
condemning someone else’s—narrowness and prejudice
will continue to trouble the artist. It should surely not be
difficult to realize that the world of art—like the Kingdom
of Heaven—has many mansions, and that, though both have
their “housing problems,” still—in both there is room for
many.

In life the “housing problem” for the artists is acute and
vexed—they have to scramble for a place and, in the
scramble, if some are unduly praised far more are unduly
blamed. Death seems to be the only arbiter of justice for
them. In the struggle for recognition none are more



unscrupulous and narrow than the artists themselves; with
the instinct of self-preservation strongly developed in them
they, metaphorically, deal what they hope will be death-
blows at all who stand in their way. It is easier for a camel
to go through the eye of a needle than for an artist to be a
just critic of his contemporaries. The truth of this assertion
is easily tested: ask an artist his opinion of a mixed dozen
of old masters—he will have words of praise for all of them
and his comparisons will be just and true. Then ask him his
opinion of a dozen of the leading artists of his own day—he
will not have words of praise for more than two; and if by
chance he should still be a student in the schools he will
find himself only able to praise one of them; and the
remarks he will make about the others will be in
questionable taste! Even our most revered old masters
gave way to this human weakness. For instance,
Michelangelo treated Leonardo as though he held him in
profound contempt; especially in a little matter connected
with the casting of a bronze. In fact—each paid the other
the compliment of jealousy.

The deplorable battle that had to be waged before
Whistler’s genius could be accepted is also a good example.
In the very forefront of the fight rode Whistler shamelessly
wounding, for the sake of his own aggrandizement, his
opponents, who were really his brother artists.  Viewed at
this distance of time it looks a dirty business, and several
good artists are only now healing of their wounds. He is
forgiven of course, firstly because he was a genius of a high
order and secondly because of his wit and the irresistible
style with which he handled his weapons; and thirdly
because he was, of course, most venomously attacked on all
sides himself. It was the power of Whistler’s caustic wit
that caused the prestige of our leading art society to
become so undermined that, until quite recently, many of
our greatest living artists could not face the ignominy of



exhibiting there; and to this day one still meets with the
bashful student who has to deny himself any visits to its
exhibitions!

Fenollosa says: “Art is the power of the imagination to
transform materials—to transfigure them—and the history
of Art should be the history of this power rather than the
history of the materials through which it works.” In the
limited size of this book neither the one nor the other
history is attempted of European pen and pencil art. Had
either been intended the English draughtsmen could not so
preponderate in it. That they do so is due to the fact that
the book is intended primarily for the English public, and is
published in the hope that it may help somewhat to
stimulate its appreciation of what its own artists have done
and are doing, and what the great masters did in the past.

Drawings have this great advantage—that they convey
their meaning instantly. They tell their story more swiftly
than a telegraph-form, whereas ideas on a printed page
have to be assimilated in the usual processional order. So
whoever looks through this collection of drawings with
intelligent interest must be rewarded with a share in the
vision of many great men on a great variety of subjects.
And whether he is conscious of the process or not he must
retain some memory of each; perhaps—with luck and other
qualities—a very clear memory. For it is a gain, a privilege
and a delight to be able to assimilate in an instant the fine
idea of a great artist. Surely, too, it must give to the reader
a momentary feeling of freedom from the shackles of space
and time. My point is that it would take the briefest writer
many pages to present to the student of psychology the
personality and character of, say, the Earl of Surrey, as
they are conveyed to him by Holbein’s drawing—in one
coup d’œil. And it would be indeed a long book that gave
him as adequate a presentment (as do these drawings) of a
hundred different persons, places and incidents by a



hundred different writers. For in this book are drawings
that will teach him to see like gods, like super-men, like
birds, like swashbucklers, and even to see with the eyes of
little old ladies. And Michelangelo, in return for a glance,
will give him his great conception, and Mr. Bateman will
crack ten jokes with him in as many seconds.

But it takes two to establish a work of art—the artist and
the other man; and even then the other man can only take
from it what he can put into it: Mr. Bateman’s jokes fall flat
if the other man has no sense of humour. Michelangelo has
no message for the man entirely unfamiliar with fine ideas.
The artist can but launch his work of art on the world and
hope that the other man will recognize it.

Such diversity of presentment as the collection of
drawings in this book gives should do something to
inculcate a more catholic appreciation of art than one finds
in that unpleasant being—“the average man.” It is the
critic’s business to educate the public to that catholicity of
appreciation, but unfortunately he may delight in doing the
opposite: too often Ruskin’s eloquent writings did but
beautifully express his bigoted prejudices. His eloquence
succeeded in foisting upon the public as masterpieces—
meriting comparison with the works of Titian and
Tintoretto—certain banal, third-rate Victorian water-
colours. And he is committed to a description of Canaletto
as a base painter—because Canaletto painted into a picture
what Ruskin considered an unworthy artifice. The critical
faculty is to a considerable extent intuitive and sub-
conscious, and therefore to concentrate only along a
special line of thought is the worst possible training for a
critic. However, the English people, having ceased to rely
so completely on John Ruskin to do their thinking for them,
and growing suspicious of the carping of that most irascible
critic have, among other things, discovered the splendid
sincerity of Canaletto for themselves. Let us hope that they



had the generosity, in embracing Canaletto, to do so
without discarding someone else of equal value; but, as a
rule, immobile minds cannot take in a new thought without
first ejecting some other:—our grandfathers worshipped at
Raphael’s shrine; our fathers at Turner’s and we—losing
interest in both—have “discovered” Velasquez; the talk in
the schools and coteries is of Leonardo and Uccello while
Rubens, too, is forgotten or disapproved. Cannot Uccello be
great without the depreciation of Raphael! Or must
partisan hero-worship be carried on about art in the same
spirit as the butcher-boys of rival firms wear light or dark
blue ribbons on one special day in the spring!

Surely the real value of art in this world lies in its
diversity and infinite variety. The artist’s principal function
in the community is that he teaches it to see. This is the
great man’s final achievement. So that men who come after
him say: “Ah, it was Rembrandt who taught us how glorious
a thing is light”; “it was Whistler who showed us the
mystery of the evening and the beauty of the Thames”;
“Turner who gave us sunsets and Velasquez who taught us
the marvel of our physical vision and showed us the very
air we breathe.” As each new artist reaches the height of
his art our horizon should grow wider and the vision of the
world more rich. The new generations are going to teach us
the beauty of our back streets and gasometers. Good luck
to them, for when they have done it our dullest walks will
have a zest!

But Art cannot be of the most truly vital and evolutionary
kind unless it is born of national inspiration and has its
roots in the social and spiritual life of a people—growing in
response to their conscious need and desire for it. We
adulate the great Italian artists instead of paying our
homage to the Italian people for producing them—as they
undoubtedly did, by desiring them; for art was not only a
joy to their kings and prelates but a spiritual need to



themselves. In such an atmosphere great men were bound
to arise to give form to the ideals and emotions of the
nation. Other countries have in equal degree made this
demand at certain periods of their history; to mention the
more obvious—Egypt, Persia, Greece, China, France, Japan.
And in answer—great men have arisen to express what
were really national ideals in concrete form. The demands
of a king and his court may produce a Velasquez; the desire
of a city may produce a Watteau or a Sargent; but only the
desire of a nation can produce a great school in art.

Religion once held the artist as her most valuable ally
and was, invariably, the source of his inspiration in all the
greatest masterpieces he gave the world in all branches:
whether in architecture, sculpture, painting, or in the
lesser arts of carving, illuminating, embroidery, jewellery.
For art has ever reached its high-water mark in the
expression of religious ideals or in ministering to the needs
of a religious civilization: the temples of Egypt, Greece and
Ancient India; the paintings of the great schools of Italy,
China, Flanders and Japan; the sculptures of the Parthenon
and the Renaissance; and even the ju-jus of Africa and
Australasia (about the virtues of which Chelsea mimics the
adulations of Paris) were one and all oblations to the gods.
But Religion in a frenzy of madness drove the artist from
her sanctuaries and has not yet admitted the disastrous
results of her crime. And all over the world—in the East as
well as in the West—the artist has now retaliated and has
gone elsewhere for his inspiration (and, incidentally, has
turned, for the most part, for his appreciation to the race
who are still forbidden by the sacred tenets of their faith to
make to themselves “any graven image”). And art is now
only the demand of the few.

At this particular point in history—a fact that should give
us to think—the peoples of all the world are very far from
clamouring to see their ideals given form through art. That



many of them have ideals and can formulate their desires
this generation has had ample proof; as for instance it had
of the English—in the war. But the English have given
innumerable proofs, too, that the desire of the mass of this
people does not tend towards the arts—for however many
great painters the English have produced the fact remains
that our only national art—except perhaps the school of
Reynolds and a tradition of landscape painting—is, still,
literature; as it always has been. It is nothing to us that a
national memorial is not conceived on nearly such large or
costly lines as are our drapery stores. This causes us no
concern whatever; we get what we want—economy of
public money; and what we deserve—unworthy memorials.
To the present-day public the function of the artist is of
small importance—his work is there to amuse us, to flatter
our vanity, to decorate our hideous houses (with which we
are well content) and, when he is dead, to afford us the
mild excitement of a little speculative buying. With such a
point of view we can produce no great school in art.
Nothing can change us except we change ourselves.
Gallant attempts to change us have been made by
individuals: Ruskin, in proclaiming one of the world’s great
painters, sought to instil some fire of art into our flaccid
hearts—and what happened? We pretended to desire great
things; we became sentimental about the “beauties of
nature” and our insincere desires produced a school of
hucksters—who profaned the work of their master and
sullied the beauties of nature.

Where a country has no national art the message of its
great men, when they come, has to be completed just so far
as they can take it in their own lifetime; for it is carried no
further by those who follow them; whereas, when art is
national, all its forms “interact. From the building of a
great temple to the outline of a bowl which the potter turns
upon his wheel, all effort is transfused with a single style,”



and the message of a great man may take centuries to
achieve its completion and fullness in a progressive
unfoldment in evolution.

So many of the greatest drawings of the old masters
were done in chalk that it is sometimes difficult to find
examples executed in pen or pencil that will bring their
work within the scope of this book; but in the Family of
Thomas More we have an example of Holbein’s pen
drawing which could not be better for our purpose. It is
obviously the carefully thought out design for a painting of
considerable size and, like all Holbein’s portraits, is a most
intimate and searching study of psychology. Composition
drawings (and this one is a good example) are among the
most valuable to us of all works of art. Valuable because
the composition sketches of a great man are generally pure
inspiration throughout. In them he has worked too rapidly
to be conscious of his method—he has been as unconscious
as a writer is of his hand-writing. Napoleon said:

“Inspiration is the instantaneous solution of a long
meditated problem”; what more perfect description could
one have of a composition sketch, for the artist does, as a
rule, meditate a problem for a long time but the moment he
finds the solution he sets down his idea with the greatest
zest seizing the first thing to hand—generally a pen or a
pencil. Moreover, in the first rapid sketch that records his
inspiration his mental vision is clear; the interruptions—
inevitable in the slow process of painting a picture—having
not yet occurred.

This book abounds with examples of sketches done in
this way. They may have been done thus, only as a means to
an end, but that end is often more nearly reached in the
“instantaneous solution” than in the finished picture that
follows—though we may prize this for many other qualities.
Rembrandt



Rembrandt above all others delighted in setting down his
ideas in this way; and there are still in existence nearly
nine hundred of these vital drawings of his. I think I shall
not be contradicted when I say that the method by which
these Rembrandt sketches were produced defies analysis:
they are not outline drawings, nor are they drawings of
light (like Daumier’s sketches), they are a kind of pictorial
calligraphy—as Sir Charles Holmes once pointed out—
closely allied to the Japanese method of brush drawing,
though they are infinitely more varied and are not a set of
symbols constantly rearranged and adjusted for each new
problem; as is often the case in Japanese drawings; and
also in the case of our modern illustrators—who serve up
again and again a few threadbare receipts for hats, boots,
facial expressions and so forth. With these draughtsmen
the line has all the hardness that one would expect from
the use of a metal point; the quill pen is incomparably a
more sympathetic instrument than the metal pen, and it is
to be hoped that, as methods of reproduction improve (and
they are improving) draughtsmen will again take to using
the quill.

Rembrandt has shown us that the quill or reed pen can
give a more flexible line than any other instrument or
medium (except perhaps a brush) that the artist has at his
disposal. Even chalk has not quite the same possibilities in
this particular respect, because the point is continually
crumbling as it is worn away, and the pencil—so suitable
for crisp or delicate work—cannot be used for emphatic
statement without the risk of happening upon that heavy
quality that is so unpleasant.

It is at about this stage that I feel some sort of an essay
on drawings and drawing in general is expected of me.
However, as I do not expect it of myself it is not likely to
happen; and he who does must, I fear, be disappointed. I
hold the opinion, as I have already said, that a drawing is a



thing to be looked at and not written about and I therefore
content myself with the simple statement that a drawing is
a symbolic arrangement of marks made by an intelligent
person with a pointed instrument on a more or less plain
surface. Now, though these three essentials—the
symbology, the arrangement and the intelligence of the
person—may all be excellent, the question of whether he
may claim to be really a draughtsman or why and when he
may not be allowed any such claim will ultimately always
be decided by the quality of the marks; in a drawing these
are more usually curved lines; but to decide whether they
have the right quality or the wrong quality is a matter most
subtle, eclectic and erudite.
Hans Holbein the Younger

In Manchester, and the north of England generally,
business men call an artist’s personal style in drawing and
design “his handwriting.” And indeed the phrase has a nice
aptness, for the quality of a man’s line in pen or pencil
work is as personal to himself and as unlike another’s as is
his calligraphy—and, like it, may charm or offend us.
However—no one ever has had any doubt about the charm
and rightness of the quality of Holbein’s lines.... “These are
no imitations of classic suggestion but a new creation on
parallel lines ... there are men who can create with the
same naïveté and beauty as the Ionians. And let it be noted,
too, that these curves ... are the farthest removed in all art
from the insipidity of the Renaissance flourishes, which we
sometimes teach as a poisonous miasma in our art schools.
These are curves of extreme tension, as of substances
pulled out lengthwise with force that has found its utmost
resistance, lines of strain, long cool curves of vital
springing, that bear the strength of their intrinsic unity in
their rhythms.” So wrote Ernest Fenollosa—one of the few
great writers on art. He was not writing about Holbein, but
how well he might have been! What an admirable



commentary it makes on the drawings of this master
draughtsman—“curves of extreme tension ... cool curves of
vital springing.” ... Look at the drawings of the Duchess of
Suffolk; Thomas Watt; Bishop Fisher or the Family of
Thomas More (reproduced here, p. 29) or any other
portrait drawing by Holbein and I think it cannot but be
agreed that it is a perfect description of that most difficult
thing to describe—Holbein’s line. It must be admitted that
Holbein as a decorator seems to have been a different
being—“Renaissance flourishes” were then his stock in
trade; they sprout from every available excrescence. But
most fortunately, in his portraits, he had no use for the
flourish; and here we are only concerned with his portrait
drawings.
Michelangelo

One cannot study Michelangelo without realizing or at
any rate suspecting that all presentment of psychology
essentially depends upon proportions, subtly observed; and
though one cannot expect a master in an art school to allow
his pupils to draw the model in inaccurate proportions as a
general rule he might, one thinks, occasionally with
advantage—say one day a week—order them to decide in
their minds first what type, psychologically, they most wish
to suggest by the human figure and to think out, then, what
proportions would best convey the idea of it—deliberately
falsifying, where necessary, the proportions of the model to
achieve their purpose. The proportions in a Michelangelo
drawing are not, accurately, those in a human figure. But,
by a general concensus of opinion, they are accepted as
suggesting a psychology more divine than human. This
then must have been Michelangelo’s intention. How did he
do it. If we cannot learn the secret by studying his
drawings we have little else to help us except the following
cryptic receipt, that legend tells us came from him, and
which has still remained undeciphered—“a figure should be


