
Define skill in the context of your own practise and the work of two other artists/makers/designers from the leture series.

P Number 150524

Julia Lockhart

Word count: 1991


[image: ]
Stained Glass produced by Morris & Co in 1911
(Alexander Spring, 2015)
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Introduction

The purpose of this essay is use the work of two artists, specifically from within the field of glass painting and design, to explain the meaning of the term ‘skill’ and how one can hope to display skill in their own work. This will be accomplished by referring to the lifetime work of these artists; their approach to their work, their differences and similarities and how they make use of their skills. It is important as an artist to examine what it means to be skilful, because it is a characteristic which all artists aim to display in their work. In order for a given piece of art to remain relevant after the passage of time and leave a lasting memory with those who have witnessed it – which is an outcome that all artists should aspire to - no small measure of skill is required from the artist. Evidence of skill exists in all fields of work and all industries, it is possible to discover skilled individuals who have honed their craft and reached a high level within their discipline all around the globe; it is, therefore, important to examine skill within the context of architectural glass and to put the definition and explanation of what skill is (and how to achieve it) in to the context of artists who have excelled in the field. The artists which will be examined in this essay are Henry Holiday and William Morris both part of the pre Raphalite movement, they were chosen because of their contribution to the field of architectural glass, which is the subject of this course.

What is skill?

[bookmark: _Hlk500431746]Skill can be defined as “Profiency, facility, or dexterity that is acquired through training or experience” (Farlex, 2003). Skill differs from ‘talent’ in that the term ‘talent’ generally refers to a natural ability or affinity which one may have at birth and throughout their life (e.g. singing with a pleasant sounding voice) but skills are acquired over time with practice and learning (e.g. being able to sing a complex song in perfect pitch, unaccompanied as a result of dedicated practice). One of the ways skill can be better understood is to consider how it is acquired. There are several stages to the skill acquisition process - these stages are: The Cognitive Phase, The Associative Phase and The Autonomous Phase. ( Tom Shields, 2017)

[bookmark: _Hlk500426640][bookmark: _Hlk500430987]The fundamental requirements for the task required are learned during the cognitive phase, this is when positive reinforcement is most important and the very basics begin to be learned. This is followed by the associative phase where the emphasis lies on practice, to repeat the movements - thereby enhancing the understanding of the movements and mind. Finally comes the autonomous phase. This is where the skill has been learned to such an advanced level that the individual is able to automatically excecute the task. (Mr. Barraclough, 2008). It is possible to regress back to the associative phase of any skill if one falls out of practice and only the dedicated few ever get to reach the autonomous phase of learning with any single skill. This is particularly relevant to artists because of the great deal of skill which is required to produce works of a high standard, and the process of skill acquisition explains how they learn to create their own style of practise within their field. 

[bookmark: _Hlk500430454]In the book ‘Outliers: the story to success’ by Malcolm Gladwell he says "In fact, researchers have settled on what they believe is the magic number for true expertise: ten thousand hours." (Gladwell. M. (2009) to describe the amount of hours it would take to be a master of your field, this level of competence would be reached at the autonomous phase. There are several skills which are required in order to become a successful glass painter. Only with skill can the ground glass powder paint be correctly combined with an adequate volume of water or oil and even learning how to hold the tool/paintbrush in the correct way is a skill in itself. Making a specific desired mark on the glass then painting onto that glass requires learning through repetition; only once an individual is proficient in the application of these skills, is it that they will have the ability to produce works of a standard similar to the true masters of the craft - such as Henry Holiday and William Morris in their work.



Henry Holiday

Henry Holiday is the first artist chosen to examined as an example of an individual that has produced skilful works. Holiday was born in 1839 and was a stained glass designer, canvas painter and sculpter, entering the Royal Acadomy Schools at fifteen where he became drawn to the ideas and influences of the Pre Raphalete movement (University of Wales, 2017)

“The Pre-Raphaelites were a loose and baggy collective of Victorian poets, painters, illustrators and designers whose tenure lasted from 1848 to roughly the turn of the century. Drawing inspiration from visual art and literature, their work privileged atmosphere and mood over narrative, focusing on medieval subjects, artistic introspection, female beauty, sexual yearning and altered states of consciousness. In defiant opposition to the utilitarian ethos that formed the dominant ideology of the mid-century, the Pre-Raphaelites helped to popularise the notion of ‘art for art’s sake’”.
(Dinah Roe, 2014)

He later became well known for his illustarations when he collaborated with the author Lewis carol, he illustrated books such as ‘The Hunting of The Snark In Eight Fits’ (Carol, L. 1876)  

[image: ]
(Henry Holiday, 2017)

He created the majority of his glasswork while under the employ of Powellls Glass Works. This glass manufacturer created tablewear and stained glass windows - these stained glass windows were predominantly designed by Holiday and Edward Burne Jones (another member of the pre-Raphaelites). They influenced the glasswork with their skill and knowledge of the pre-Rapahaelite movement, doing so by embedding the ideals of the group into their designs. They tried to illustrate what they believed that art should be: such as the style of figure drawing that persisted in the 1920s.(University of Wales,2017). 
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Isambard Kingdom Brunel Memorial Window, Westminster Abbey


Later in his career, Holiday drew the figure subjects on the Isambard Kingdom Brunel Memorial Window in Westminster Abbey, London. The window was designed by Norman Shaw and erected in 1868 – it was one of Holiday’s greatest accomplishments.(Chapter Office, 2017) Window design such as this reflected the influence that the Italian Renaissance had on his work; he was first influenced on a trip to Italy in 1867 and the artists on display there. He was particularly inspired by the way in which they broke away from the traditional Gothic art and displayed a more contemporary style. 

[bookmark: _Hlk500949448]In his paper ‘Modernism in Art’, which he read to the Architectual association in 1890, he asserted that ‘no art is genuine which is not modern; in the sense of expressing the best of which the artist, and his age, is capable’ reflecting his opinion that skill is relevant to the time in which an artist creates their work and comes with persistence - to the best of ones abililty. Holiday later became dissatisfied with the working methods of the commercial stained glass firms and established his own in 1891 in Hamstead, London where he would have greater control over his workings and better use of his skill in design - this could later be taught (National Museums Liverpool, 2017). 













William Morris

William Morris was born in 1834 at elm house. From an early age he showed an affinity for the practice of Mediavelism. It is even claimed that his father had bought him a minuture suit of armour when he was a child, he would explore the forest near his home and observe the nature which would later influence his art, poetry and stained glass designs (David Cody 2012). Morris was associated with the Pre-Raphaelites and ‘the new arts and craft movement’. This movement could be described as

‘the revival of a few artists, of hand-craft as opposed to machine craft, and be defined to be the insistence on the worth of a man’s hand - a unique tool in danger of being lost and being substituted by highly organised and intricate machinery – or of emotion, as distinguished from merely skilled and technical labour’
(T J Cobden-Sandersan, 2010)

William Morris was against the industrialisation of art and craft. He believed that machinery had created a decline in standards and skills which were previously used to create art in a variety of forms - the factory created materials were not of a high enough standard to his liking. In the great exhibition of 1851, the art historian Nikolaus Pevsner said it showed “ignorance of that basic need in creating patterns, the integratory of the surface”(Nikolaus Pevsner,p32), also stating that the skills of the time were being wasted and replaced with the quantity that machines could provide; instead of the quality products which required an individual’s skill to produce.

William Morris’s ‘Red House’, designed by Phillip Webb in 1859 and built in 1860 in the town of Bexleyheath, was to be a significant building in the arts and craft movement. Morris wanted the house to look like a ‘jewel box’ and display his ideals. The house was created in a modern gothic fashion, but Morris’s inability to find furnishings to his taste fuelled his detemination to have nothing in the house which was not useful or that he believed to be beautiful. His friend and artisan Dante Gabreil Rossetti wrote that it was ‘more of a poem than a house’. (National Trust, 2017). 

The Red House was created in such a way that required skilled workers, it is still the only house of its kind and would not have been possible without accomplished craftsmen. Judish Miller, an author of the Arts and Craft movement, wrote that the house ‘exemplifies the early Arts and Craft style with its well proportioned solid forms, wide porches, steep roofs, pointed window arches, brick fireplaces and wooden fittings’ - rejecting the grand architectural design on British Venacular Architecture.(Judith Miller (2014).
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The Red House (Ethan Doyle White, 2014)
The Arts and craft movement focused on traditional skills and the lives of ordinary people of no social rank, it wanted to better the quality of products and materials for everyone. John Ruskin was a close friend of Morris and, together, they were the most influencial figures of the movement. Ruskin once said that ‘When love and skill work together, expect a masterpiece’ (Thinkexist, 2016) this was true of the Red house.
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Stained glass at the Red house - the model would most likely have been Morris’s wife (James Breslin, 2017)


















Conclusion 

In conclusion, skills are acquired over time with dedication and practice. In order to become skilled, an individual must work hard to hone an ability they already had. In the context of glasswork, there are many separate skills which can be developed and all must be used in synergy to produce work of a high standard. Two artists which provide excellent examples of the mastery which can be obtained are Henry Holiday and William Morris. The Red House shows the skills of an accomplished craftsman in action.

Although there was a contrast between the work of the two artists, with Holiday more focused on the influence of the renaissance in his later work and Morris more involved with the arts and crafts movement of the time, both artists were part of the pre-Raphaelites movement and had a joint interest in making sure that skilled craftmanship would be appreciated in many forms such as stained glass, they were both skilled draughtmen in there designs. As pre-Raphaelites they believed that they should tackle serious subjects with maximum realism in their paintings - a skill which they would pass on to their apprentices and influence in other artists. They believed that their skills in art could change contemporary glasswork and architecture – they were correct.
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