The Mighty Morsberger Speaks!
An art talk given by Philip Morsberger at Steffen Thomas Museum for MAG on October, 15, 2011



Art is a sacred undertaking.  It strikes me more and more as a spiritual quest – an ongoing spiritual meditation.  It is about asking questions – and distrusting easy answers.  Even if an answer is hard-won, arrived at only through enormous struggle – a color relationship that finally works, a spatial arrangement that finally works, a concept or attitude that finally works – one begins after a bit to distrust the thing precisely because it does work.  One goes back out on a limb, and the whole crazy process starts all over again.  Henry James said it beautifully:

			“We work in the dark.
			  We do what we can.
			We give what we have.
		            Our doubt is our passion
		         And our passion is our task.”

I like James’s concept of the artist working in the dark.  The painter looks at his canvas and asks himself – or herself – “Hmm.  I wonder what would happen if I did this?  (Or this?  Or this?)”  There’s only one way to find out, and that’s by doing it.  It’s vital to the artist that the artist allows himself or herself to make mistakes.

I like, too, James’s concept of art as Gift.  Another writer put it this way:

			“Art, like prayer, is a hand
		            outstretched in the darkness,
		           seeking for some touch of grace
		        which will transform it into a hand
		                     that bestows gifts.”

The beautiful person who said this?  Franz Kafka!

It is now over 100 years since Vincent Van Gogh died.  One feels that we owe it to the memory of his achievement, and the manner in which it was achieved, to remember the following:  artists must search for truth with integrity; dealers must keep in mind that the importance of art has nothing whatsoever to do with money; critics must recognize their responsibility to make every effort to be correct in their judgments; appreciators must experience works of art with the same degree of effort and integrity as the artists who created them.

Van Gogh, wrapping up a painting to send to a friend, wrote:

			“I send you this painting
			as a handshake in thought.”

His was indeed “a hand that bestows gifts!”

Gustave Flaubert wrote this:

			“if your work of art is good,
			                 if it is true,
			         it will find its echo
			        and make its place
			  in six months, in six years,
			      or after we are gone;
			    what is the difference?”

This is a beautiful riposte to the Career Strategist.  In other words, worry only about making sure your work is true and good.  Everything else follows from there.

Sometimes, when painters are painting well, they feel they are living up to something.  It is as if the right and true shapes, lines, colors are already inside them, and they just want to help these shapes, lines, colors to get out.  Sometimes I will say something like this to young, starting-out artists; and as lovely as that image may be, my listeners will stare at me for a moment and then ask, “How do we find a dealer?”  What they really want to skip over is the crucial necessity of making a lot of bad paintings on the way to real discovery.  They want, too, to skip over the painful work of facing their own demons.  They need to read Van Gogh’s letters.  And they need to remember Flaubert’s injunction.

It’s true though:  sometimes, when the painting is really alive, really going well, one feels simply like the conduit through whom the work is passing.  In which case, who or what is the real source of the work?  All long-time painters are well acquainted with this phenomenon.  They are acquainted, too, with the phenomenon of their art heroes being there in the studio with then, watching every stroke, keeping them honest.  If El Greco is looking over your shoulder as you work – Vermeer, and Delacroix, and Piero della Francesca….and yes, Van Gogh – you’d better be worrying about that painting and not about your dealer!

Paint toward vulnerability.  Don’t worry about appearing sentimental.  Worry about being unavailable.  Worry about being absent or fraudulent.  Risk falling on your face.  Risk telling the truth as you understand it.  If you’ve been given the immense privilege of being an artist, you have a moral obligation to do this – to tell the truth.  And it is a revolutionary act:  truth is always, in a sense, subversive.

You have to work every day, whatever your mood or inclination.  If you wait until inspiration strikes, you’re going to spend most of your life waiting.  In any case, when inspiration does strike, you’d better be in the studio where you can do something about it and not be at the pub or on the beach.  My best advice to aspiring artists is twofold; one, make and keep a schedule.  It doesn’t so much matter what your schedule is as long as you set it and keep it.  It is your ritual and salvation and greatest statement to yourself.

The second involves that inner passion Henry James talks about.  For each artist it is a different individual passion, which no one else will really understand.  It can’t be taught, it can’t be willed, and at times you will feel cursed by it.  But if that passion is there and it’s yours, you need to pay attention to it.  So these two things:  the schedule – from willpower; the passion – from who knows quite where.

Few graduates of programs in studio art continue on as artists.  Most, overwhelmingly, do not.  Nor is it necessarily the more overtly gifted persons who persevere.  On the contrary, these tend rather to be the very ones who opt to cross over into some other field.  Talent – quote, unquote – doesn’t seem, finally, to be the bottom line here but rather, however engendered, the need to make art.  The hunger to make art.  Anyone who can imagine doing anything else, should.  When you look at early work of Van Gogh, say, or of Paul Cezanne, you just know that that NOBODY looking at those pictures exclaimed, “MY!  Such talent!”  But they were driven:  Passion.  That desire to give.  That wretched muse!

(I don’t for a moment think, by the way, that someone’s giving up art after graduation is in any way some kid of a defeat.  What more rewarding, more interesting, more fulfilling, more educative way to spend your college years?  Enrichment for life.  Nothing wrong with that!  I mean this sincerely.  But only make art your vocation if you can’t help yourself.  It’s really a kind of disease.

Richard Poussett-Dart defined the artist as  “A Child Who Escaped.”  I suspect that’s quite profound.

One thinks of painting as contemplative.  One thinks of painting as meditative.  I personally don’t think it is too over the top to say that painting is prayer.  John Ruskin, in urging young artists to look intently – almost microscopically – at a feather or a bit of tree bark or a pebble off the beach, believed one can discover the universal in the particular:  can know, by extrapolation, the Creator in the particle of creation.  Across the stylistic spectrum, Mark Rothko, when asked what he was trying to achieve with those lovely, floating soft-edged blocks of translucent color, answered, “I am trying to find God.”  It had nothing to do with Leo Castelli!

Wolf Kahn says, “It takes two persons to make a painting:  the artist and God.  The less the artist interferes, the better!”

T.S. Elliot said this – and the thought speaks not only to more than 40 years of painting but also to re-experiencing with you here, this evening, the paintings done across those years:


			“We shall not cease from exploration;
			     and the end of all our exploring
			will be to arrive at where we started
			and know the place for the first time.”
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