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TITLE 
Painting and Thinking about Painting 
 
PREMISE 
 

When I have produced a good painting, they say I have hardly written a thought. How 
superficial they are! 
(from Eugéne Delacroix’s “Diary”, 8 October 1822) 

 
In this context we mean the practice of painting as a form of knowledge that passes continuously 
from a direct relationship with the substance to a reflection on what one is doing. A way of 
knowing ourselves, bringing out our interior voice, developing our expressive form, submitting it 
to the gaze of the other in order to open a dialogue with the exterior world and coming out of the 
soliloquy. 
 
MEANS (teaching methods) 
The course will be taught mainly as a practical workshop, but it also foresees moments of 
reflection and discussion within it. 
The students paint directly in class, but they are encouraged to do practical work and continue 
their research outside the classroom. 
 
PROGRAMME 
The programme can undergo variations. 
First lesson: 
- To verify the level of every individual student, each of them will say something about their 

previous experience via a brief presentation of their work to the group. (They will be asked to 
bring a portfolio or give a PowerPoint presentation.) 

- The guidelines will be presented and some of the course themes will be addressed. 
- Definition of the agenda. 
- If there is time, we will start painting in class. (Students will be asked to bring painting 

materials.) 
Second lesson: 
- I will continue with some points from the previous lesson if we haven’t had time to finish. 
- In an individual relationship with the professor, pinpointing of a personal painting practice 

and possible exercises to do. (Approximately 10 minutes per person. Come with an idea to 
submit. We will be able to study this more in depth each time.) 

- Meanwhile, everybody paints. 
- If there is time: watch a video or read a text; group discussion. 



Third lesson: 
- I will continue with some points from the previous lesson if we haven’t have time to finish. 
- The start of the regular progress of the lessons. 
Every lesson: 
- Everyone paints in class. The creation of drafts: paintings. Alongside the manual work, students 
will keep a notebook inside which they work on a written part and a visual one regarding the 
thinking behind their work. 
- Individual discussions (at least three each to be agreed on by appointment): together with the 
professor, identification of work themes, possible exercises, bibliographical references and 
associations with the work of other artists. Discussion about how the work is progressing. 
- Group discussions: readings of texts and video material viewing in class (artists’ writing. 
Theoretical texts, articles, declarations, reflections, dialogues, interviews, etc.). Criticisms and 
group discussions. 
Various and eventualities: 
- Not certain, but possible, should an opportunity arise: museum, exhibition and artists’ studio 

visits. Or somebody visits our classroom. 
- The professor can suggest that outside class hours each student individually visit an exhibition, 

museum, picture gallery, archive, library or person, attend a course of a specific technique… 
 
MATERIALS 
This will be discussed more in depth in class. Here are a few suggestions. 
Notebook to use as a diary 
Tools: paintbrushes, spatulas, sponges, scissors, Stanley blades… 
Supports: paper, canvas, plastic… 
Colours and binders: pigments, oil paints, acrylic paints, acrylic mediums, oil mediums… 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
- Confidence with the painting medium: practising and experimenting with the various 

possibilities of the painting language. 
- Getting to know oneself: learning to get to know oneself. Attuning ourselves. 
- Looking: learning to look at what has been done. 
- Self-criticism: understanding and considering what has happened outside of ourselves. 
- Rigour: self-discipline, self-determining one’s trajectory, setting up a system, a rhythm, a 

research and work method.  
- Finding one’s own language: searching for one’s own method and alphabet. 
- Understanding and transmitting: understanding what you are doing and discovering how to 

explain it to others. 
- Understand, study: examine more deeply one’s knowledge of the debate currently being had 

about painting through reading and looking at documents. 
- Relate with the others: we are not alone. Learning about the practice and thought of other 

artists also through seeing original works. Learning to relate with what other painters have 
done through history and what they are doing now in the world. 



- Relating to others: we are not alone. Observing what our companions have done and learning 
to comment with them together. You can learn from each other. This is also the way to head 
towards the future and relate with one’s colleagues, with other artists. 

 
THEMES (some possible topics) 
- What is painting?  
- What to paint?: representation or substance? Starting from reality or from the imagination? 
- What to paint with? What to paint on? Where to paint?: the tools, supports, colours and 

spaces of painting. 
- The body as a tool for painting. 
- Relationship with the dimension, the format, the space. 
- The palette: the point where the painter’s language is formed. 
- What can I do with painting that I cannot do with other languages? 
- Doing and reflecting: painting as practice and painting as thought.  
- "I don’t talk about the painting, I have a relationship with the painting”: how to think about 

the painting. 
- “Let’s give the artists the word”: listening to the discussion about one’s own practice by those 

who do the work. 
- Thinking on canvas: one layer after another, the painting is transformed. 
-  “The painter’s touch”: leaving a trace of the human presence. 
- The permanence of painting: return, repetition, continuity, fracture, discontinuity, renewal. 
- The concept of time in painting: from linear time to circular time, from overturned time to 

kneaded time and so on. 
- The “non-finite”: "Provisional painting". 
- “If I can’t create a project, I can always paint it”. Painting as a form of imagination. Painting as 

utopia. 
- Producing images and then what? Accumulating and archiving or erasing and eliminating 

images? 
- Seriality or uniqueness? The same painting every time or a different one each time? 
- Complexity and synthesis. First fill up and then pare back. 
- Vision of the whole and attention to detail. 
- Error as a fundamental process of painting. Nothing is ever erased. 
- Project or process? Intentionality or randomness? Structured progress or fluid progress? 
- The languages of painting: abstract painting, figurative painting, concrete painting, conceptual 

painting…? “I don’t want to be defined in any way. I use a little of everything, I am all and 
nothing.” 

- Genres and themes of painting: self-portrait, portrait, still life, historical-political, religious, 
intimate… 

- Obsession or schizophrenia: persevering with one point or moving from one thing to another? 
Always doing the same thing or continually changing? 

- How to bring life inside the painting? 
- How to make one’s own view of the world enter onto the canvas? 
- Reality enters inside the painting. The painting comes out of the painting. Something bursts 

inside the canvas. Something comes out of the canvas. 



- Relationship with the “maestro”. 
- From the experiences you have had, from the autobiographical information to the indirect 

and prepared form. 
- A question that every artist hears sooner or later: “When do you decide that a painting is 

finished? When do you decide to stop?” 
 
WAYS OF VERIFYING THE LEARNING 

- Workload. 
- Quality of the compositions. 
- Ability to understand one’s own work. 
- Active participation on the course and during the collective comparison. 

 
EXAM 
Exhibition of the drafts and verbalisation of the reasoning about their own work. 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY IN ENGLISH (some suggestions): 
SAGGI TEORICI 
- AAVV (Nick Currie, Marc Glöde, Rita Kersting, Dieter Roelstraete), About painting, Mousse 

Publishing, 2012 
- AAVV (Isabelle Graw, Daniel Birnbaum, Nikolaus Hirsch) Thinking trough Painting. Reflexivity 

and agency beyond the Canvas, Sternberg Press, 2012 
- AAVV (Isabelle Graw and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth) The Medium in the Post-medium Condition, 

Sternberg Press, 2016 
- AAVV (Kristina Bength, Jonatan Habib Engqvist, Jan Rydën, Sigrid Sandström), Studio talks: 

Thinking Trough Painting 2009-2014, Arvinius + Orfeus Publishing, 2014 
- James Elkins, What Painting is, Routledge, New York, London 1999 
- Isabelle Graw, The love of painting. Genealogy of a success medium, Sternberg Press, Berlin, 

2018 
- Terry R. Myers, Mary Heilmann, Save the Last Dance for Me, Afterall Books, London 2007 
- Terry R. Myers, Painting, Documents of Contemporary Art, Whitechapel Gallery, Londo, The 

MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachussets, 2011 
- Jean – Luc Nancy, Le Muse, Stanford Univesity Press, 1997 
- Raphael Rubinstein, Polychrome. Selected art criticism: 1990-2002. Profusion, Hard Press 

Edition, 2003 
- Barry Schwabsky, Painting in the interrogative mode, introduction in Vitamin P. New 

perspectives in Painting, Phaidon Press, London 2002  
- Richard Sennet, The craftsman, Yale University Press, 2008  
 
CATALOGHI MOSTRE 
- AAVV (Armstrong Philip, Lisbon Laura, Melville Stephen), As painting: Division and 

Displacement, Wexner Center for the Arts, The Ohio State University, Columbus Ohio, The 
MIT Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 2001 

- Francesco Bonami, Judith Nesbitt, Examining Pictures, Whitechapel Art Gallery, London and 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, 1999 



- Julian Bell, What is painting?, Thames and Hudson, 1999 
- Therry De Duve in Painting on the move, Kunstmuseum Basel, Schwabe Verlag, Basel, 2002 
- Douglas Fogle, Painting at the edge of the world, Walker Art Center, 2001 
- Daniel Sturgis, Terry R. Myers, The indiscipline of painting, Tate St Ives, 2012 
- Catherine Wood, A bigger Splash. Painting after Performance, Tate Modern, 2012 
 
SCRITTI ARTISTI 
- Philip Guston, Collected writings, lectures, and conversations, University California press, 2011 
- Gerard Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting. Writings, The MIT Press, 1998  
- Mark Rothko, The Artist’s Reality. Philospohies of Art, Yale University Press, 2004 
- Robert Ryman, Critical texts since 1967, Ridinghouse, London, 2009 
- Frederic Matys Thursz, 1930-1992, Hantje Cantz, 2017  
- Jerry Zeniuk, How to Paint, Heinz Liesbrock and Sievenking Verlag, Munchen, 2017 
 
 


