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Preface

The practice of painting cleanses and expands the artist’s sense of vision. Artists see a richer, deeper, more intense reality, and their paintings show us how they see the world. Opening our eyes and minds to this different way of seeing shifts and expands our own sense of vision. Once you have experienced a new way of of seeing in a painting, you can take this insight into your daily life and transform the way you see the world. 

It crossed my mind one day that Google Art Project high-resolution reproductions of paintings, which allow you to zoom in to an incredible degree, can facilitate this expansion of vision, sometimes even better than the originals, because you are never allowed to get that close to a painting in a museum setting. This idea transformed into a seven-weeks e-mail correspondence course, Art of Seeing as an Artist, of which this book is a revised version.

I have just chosen seven masterpieces of painting that embody seven fundamental shifts in seeing, and added my suggestions of how one can practice these ways of seeing in daily life. 

Each lesson starts with a guided process of deep looking at one painting masterpiece, intended to increase your awareness of one specific aspect of seeing embodied in the painting. From there, I suggest a simple seeing practice, which will help you see in the real world what you have seen in the painting. Each practice takes just a couple of minutes here and there, but if you do this consistently, you train your brain to adopt these new habits of seeing, and so gradually expand your sense of vision. 

In the original course, lessons were delivered weekly, so the students had a week to familarise themselves with one seeing practice before being introduced to the next one. This time span was, quite often, too short: we usually need more than a week to fully internalise a new habit of seeing. Luckily, the book format allows you to decide for yourself how much time you want to spend playing with one practice before introducing the next one. The whole process works better if you don’t rush it, but rather introduce these new habits of seeing gradually, stacking one onto another in the order I suggest. 

I really hope you’ll enjoy this experience, and begin to see more of the world’s infinite beauty in every moment of your life.

Good luck!




June 26, 2017












































PART ONE

What do we see?

EVERY morning, we wake up to see our familiar and comfortably solid three-dimensional reality. But what we literally see — the raw sensory input of our eyes — amounts to two tiny two-dimensional images on the retinae. These tiny images are simply not enough to build the complex three-dimensional picture we think we see. The additional information is supplied by the brain, which combines the moment-to-moment visual input of the eyes with everything it has learned about how the world ought to look like in its lifetime. 

What we think we see out there we actually see in our mind’s eye.

But here is a paradox: the raw sensory input of our eyes is also infinitely richer than what we we see. There is a wealth of visual information that never reaches conscious awareness, because the brain filters it out as inconsequential, utterly useless for the all-important evolutionary purposes of survival and reproduction. 

To experience this paradox with your own eyes, have a close look at Gustav Klimt’s “The kiss”, with its striking contrast between richly colourful but flat areas, which cover most of the picture plane, and the pale heads and hands of the lovers, as though emerging out of the picture plane into our three-dimensional world. 

If you zoom in on the heads and hands, you will see for yourself how the illusion of three-dimensionality is created with an absolute minimum of visual information: just a few lines, and a little bit of shading. This is quite enough for the brain to start building an illusion of three-dimensional space, because it already knows how human heads and hands look from different angles. The brain doesn’t need much more to produce a perfectly realistic illusion of reality for your mind’s eye in real life. The reality we see looks mostly familiar because our brains keep creating it from previous knowledge under the threshold of our conscious awareness. 

If you now move to the colour-rich flat areas of the lawn the lovers are standing on, and to their robes, you will see something much closer to the raw visual input we all receive on our retinas, but usually don’t consciously see. It is easier to see in a painting, because a painting creates a special sacred space: our survival-oriented brains don’t quite know what to do in this space, and some of its usual filters and tricks are temporarily switched off by this confusion.

As William Blake famously said, 

“If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear as it is, infinite.”

It is this cleansing of visual perception that begins to happen when we enter the sacred space of a painting and look at it deeply. 

Nowadays, we don’t need to constantly worry about survival and reproduction in real life either: most of us have at least some time and space in our daily life where the brain’s built-in survival-oriented filters are not really useful anymore. Rather than helping us to survive, they block our ability to witness the sheer beauty of the world.

Can we learn to switch off the brain’s interference at will, and start cleansing the doors of perception? I believe we can — practice is all it takes — and masterpieces of painting are here to help us. This is what this book is about.

The first practice is based on the following advice, given by Claude Monet to Lilla Cabot Perry (as she recalled it): 

“When you go out to paint, try to forget what objects you have before you, a tree, a house, a field or whatever. Merely think, here is a little square of blue, here an oblong of pink, here a streak of yellow, and paint it just as it looks to you, the exact colour and shape, until it gives your own naive impression of the scene before you.”

You can practice this way of seeing without painting, as a form of seeing meditation, whenever you have a minute or two (or more): just look around and forget the names of the objects in front of you, with their familiar three-dimensional shapes, but see instead all the little flat squares of blue, oblongs of pink, streaks of yellow, rectangles of green, patches of violets. 

If you do this several times a day for some time, it will turn into a tiny but highly rewarding habit.












































PART TWO

Unity

LOOK around you, and you’ll probably see a lot of objects: things, people, animals, buildings… They are visibly separated from one another, and from the space around them. Their boundaries seem to be so obviously “out there”, in the objective reality. 

But this is an illusion, a product of our own neural circuitry, one of the brain’s multiple tricks. A painter learns to recognise these boundaries for the brain-induced illusion that they are, or rather unlearns seeing them. This is a remarkable shift, because you begin to see the world as a unified whole, rather than a collection of isolated objects. 

To practice this shift in vision, let us start with this painting by Edgar Degas, one his “Dancers” painting (1899), on Google Art Project. If you look at the reproduction as it fits on your screen, you can clearly see three separate figures of dancers, as though they were delineated by visible contours. But this illusion disappears if you zoom in to the maximal resolution, and try to follow the supposed contours of the figures with your eyes. You will see that, with some exceptions, there are no contours at all, just subtle and gradual changes of colour patches in different areas of the painting. And when you do see contour-like lines, they emerge, very clearly, as a part of the painting itself, not of the scene it depicts. 

Once you have seen this in a painting, you can transfer this experience to your daily life: 

Find a couple of minutes here and there to focus your attention not on the objects around you, but on their apparent contours, on those regions in space where you perceive their boundaries to be. Try to see a contour as though it were an object, and observe how it gradually dissolves before your eyes. 

This can be done with contours of large objects viewed from a distance (like mountains, trees, or buildings), or with small objects close to you, with their seemingly clearer boundaries. But the most interesting visual phenomena can be observed if you focus your attention on the contours of other people — perhaps not someone you are engaged in a conversation with (that wouldn’t be polite, would it?), but someone who pays no attention to you right now, like a stranger sitting at the next table in a coffee shop.












































PART THREE

Colour of light

ANOTHER skill our brains are really good at is computing the “white balance” in different lighting conditions better than any camera. In other words, your brain constantly “corrects” your colour perception, so that you don’t see how colours of objects change minute to minute. 

The brain does this because colour is important for object recognition, and so it wants to see the same colour, whatever the lighting conditions. If you are looking for a white shirt in your closet, you don’t want to miss it because the day is particularly sunny, and the sun has coloured it in orange-yellow tones — that’s where this constant colour correction going on in the brain comes in handy. 

But if you learn to switch off this mechanism, you are rewarded with seeing so much more of the world’s overwhelming and ever-changing beauty.

The master painter who will help us with this is, of course, Claude Monet, whose life’s work was a painting exploration into how colours change in different conditions. Please zoom in on this painting of Rouen Cathedral (1894), and look at its upper area. Compare the lighter areas of the building with the darker ones, paying attention to how they differ in colour. The contrast reveals the colour of sunlight on that particular day, in that particular moment. 

Now move to the bottom area of the painting. If you have zoomed in enough, you now see no sunlit areas at all, but there is still a contrast between lighter and darker areas. Only now, the lighter areas are blue, and the darker ones, much warmer, with hints of reds and oranges. This is because this part of the building was lit by reflected light, which “inherited” its colour from the blue of the sky. What Monet captured here is that the colour of light often varies even within a single moment, depending on where we look.

You can see it for yourself in nature: 

Just pay attention to the colour contrast between lighter and darker areas of a single, uniform surface. It can be a path in the park, with tree shadows falling across it, or a wall partly shadowed by something standing nearby, or a page in the book, or your table — anything which would normally appear to have a constant, uniform colour. Look to see the actual colours as though you had forgotten what colour this surface should be. 

It might help to start with white or grey objects, and focus on sunlit areas first, and on the shadowed areas next. How do they differ? What does it tell us about the colour of sunlight?












































PART FOUR

Infinite colour

EVEN beyond the difference between light and shadow, there is an infinite variation in colour around us. A lawn of green grass, a wall, a sunlit path, a tree trunk, a little girl’s dress, a book cover — all these objects and surfaces which we would so readily call “green”, or “white”, or “beige”, or “brown”, or “red” — there are really symphonies of colour, with all its notes, in each and every one of them… 

Zoom in on this painting by Paul Cézanne, and start with the simplest and (presumably) uniformly coloured and uniformly lit surface — the wall of the house. Examine the variety of colour within this area, and then move to its reflection in water. If you had to name all the colours that are there, what would they be? How many words would you need? Then move your gaze to the greenery of the trees, their reflections, and, finally, to the sky. We tend to expect more colour variety from trees than from house walls, and even more from the sky. But it’s really everywhere.

As you probably expect by now, the next step is to practice seeing this variety in nature, on your own:

Pay attention to a sunlit house wall and try to give names for all the colours present there. Do the same with other objects, both natural and man-made, whenever you have a free minute. 

By now, you have four seeing practices to entertain yourself whenever you have a free minute or two and expand your sense of vision in the process: 


  	Looking for coloured geometric figures instead of familiar objects 

  	Dissolving contours 

  	Discovering the colour of light 

  	Looking for colour modulations within a single object or surface. 



How do you feel when you focus your sense of vision in these ways? How do you feel when you switch back to whatever you were doing?

The remaining three practices are of a somewhat different nature. They are intended to integrate what you have learned into the flow of real life.












































PART FIVE

Beauty of small things

WE are surrounded by small things, which we tend to stop noticing after a while, preoccupied as we usually are with our thoughts, feelings, and day-to-day problems. Learning to pay attention to the beauty of these things — an apple, a slice of cheese, a fleeting reflection in your glass — is one of the greatest gifts one can give to oneself.

Let us look at this painting by Willem Kalf's "Still life with a Silver Jug” (1655-1657). 

One of the many achievements of the Dutch Golden Age was paying attention to the beauty of small mundane things. Their loving attention elevated the humble genre of still life to the status of fine art. You can zoom in to any of this painting’s multitude of details — the jugs, the fruit, the patterned plate. They are all beautiful in their rich reality, and all very much loved by the artist. He gives them his undivided attention. 

One can spend almost infinite amount of time taking in all the nuances of colour, and light, and shapes. But I would like you to spend a bit more time studying the reflection of fruit in the jugs, and how these reflections interact with the jugs' surfaces and colours. This is because the intricate and subtle beauty of reflections is often easier to notice and pay attention to than the beauty of solid everyday objects, which may just seem way too familiar and permanent to see afresh every day.

All you need to transfer this experience of beauty into your daily life is to pay attention to the small things you take in your hands during the day — a plate, a glass of wine (or water), a piece of fruit, a knife, bread, a book, a pen, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. It won't take more than a second to notice these things — and then you can use all ways of seeing you have practiced by now to appreciate the richness of their beauty: focus your vision on the contours of the apple while turning it you your hand, determine the colour of light falling on it, see the intricate variety of colour within its shadowed part, and how its colour interacts with the colour of your skin. 

And, of course, reflections — we are surrounded by shiny and reflective surfaces (water, glass, stainless steel, polished wood). Notice how small objects are reflected in all these surfaces, and the beautiful and subtle colour effects created by these reflections.

In this way, the most mundane chores (like washing up after supper) turn into an infinite source of beauty and joy.












































PART SIX

Compassion

AND now on to something more complex and mysterious: human beings, their interactions and relationships.

Painting a portrait is a special kind of interaction between humans, where our ability for compassion, for being as one with another person, achieves one of its highest and most rarefied peaks. And then there is a further, even more special kind of interaction, when a real person’s portrait (one’s neighbour, or spouse, or a hired model) is transformed into a religious or historical painting. Here, the artist has to see a historical figure, a saint, or even a god or a goddess in the real person posing for them. This goes beyond compassion to the sense of shared humanity at its highest. If we could all learn to see each other in this way, the world would be a much, much better place. 

Here is one of Rembrandt’s religious portraits. The painting is called “St. Bartholomew”, but Rembrandt doesn’t even bother with proper “historical” clothing. We see just an old man in decrepit contemporary clothes, probably one of Rembrandt’s neighbours (the only reference to the apostle’s life is the knife in his hand, because St. Bartholomew was skinned alive). Zoom in on his face, and the hand holding his chin — pay attention to how this old man’s skin, with all its wrinkles and imperfections, is painted with infinite love, which makes it beautiful and expressive (or, to be more precise, reveals the beauty which has always been there). See how his eyes look at you with peaceful sadness and compassion, and how their open gaze invites compassion from you. 

In order to paint it like this, one has to see it like this first. Rembrandt is an unrivalled giant of painting, but one also needs a spark of the universal genius of humanism and compassion for this. 

Can we learn to see others like this in real life? I think we can… 

When you encounter people — be it family members, or friends, or strangers on the street, take some time, even if it’s only for a couple of minutes, to imagine how Rembrandt would have seen and painted them as saints: the depth of humanity he would have noticed in their facial expression, in their gestures and poses, in the nuances of colour and light in their eyes, hair, clothes, in how light is reflected on their imperfect skin. 

It may help to imagine for a moment that you are looking not at a real person, with whom you might have a long and complicated relationship, but at a portrait by Rembrandt: see them through the genius of Rembrandt’s humanism; imagine how he would have been able to paint a saint, a hero, or a goddess looking at this person.












































PART SEVEN

Self-knowledge

THERE is this theory, which goes back to the wisdom of Ancient Greece, that knowing oneself might be the most important and essential task of one’s life. 

Artists have a special way of approaching this task: self-portraits. But some of the wisdom gained from working on self-portraits can be achieved without painting (or drawing) anything, and that’s what this closing chapter of the book is about.

Let us start with spending some time looking at this self-portrait of Vincent Van Gogh. First, please zoom in to look at his eyes, first one eye, and then the other. It is essential that you zoom in to the maximum resolution, so that you don’t see anything but eyes: eyes, after all, are the windows to the person’s inner space. Spend as much time as you can looking into his eyes, let yourself be drawn into his soul. 

Then, zoom out and look at the painting as a whole. Pay attention to how his figure is integrated into the background, unified with its surroundings, how the background moves around the figure and connects with it. In contrast to many other artists, Van Gogh used the same type of small brushstrokes throughout the painting, making almost no distinction between the figure and its background. The movement of brushstrokes is not really interrupted by the outline of the figure: the figure merges into the background, and the background into the figure. He shows us a human being as an inherent part of the world, not something separate and isolated from it. His eyes look not from inside his body, but from the whole universe.

And here is the last seeing practice, to be done when you look in the mirror, in the morning and/or in the evening. 

First, look straight into your own eyes, with an open gaze, just like you looked into Van Gogh’s eyes. Pay no attention to the face and its expression, focus on your eyes only, looking into your own inner space. See its light and its infinite depth. Then, detach your gaze from the eyes, and look at yourself as an inseparable part of your environment. Again, pay no attention to things we usually focus on when we look at the mirror. Instead, look at how your body is visually integrated into its surroundings — how light and shadows are shared between the figure and the background, how colours play together in perfect harmony, how the contours of your figure dissolve when you focus on them. Use all the practices in this course to see yourself in your surroundings like an artist would have seen you. 

Practice this way of looking at yourself every day, and witness how your perception of yourself and your place in the world begins to shift.












































Conclusion

We have come to the end of this short book. It couldn’t possibly cover all the ways in which the art of painting expanded, is expanding, and will — hopefully — continue to expand human sense of vision and, ultimately, human consciousness.

Edgar Degas once said that the artist’s job is not to see, but to show — to make others see what they wouldn’t have seen otherwise. 

But artists cannot possibly do this alone: these shifts in ways we see the world emerge from co-creation, from synergy between the artist and the spectators. This what you have been doing as you practiced new ways of seeing: co-creating the transformation of human vision with the masters of painting. 

You have probably noticed the recurrent pattern in all these lessons: they brought your awareness to the difference between what you see in a painting and what you would normally see in real life. In the work of a master painter, this difference is never a stylistic quirk, nor a fanciful flight of so called self-expression: it points to a very real gap between their sense of vision and yours, and now that you have noticed it, you know where your sense of vision has a potential to expand and transform. 

This is the key that unlocks the realm of co-creation.
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