SOMMER SCHOOL wall text – final draft August 23, 2009 with small illustrations
Sommer School
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[image: image42.jpg]



913 Canyon Drive, 1974
Sommer could not have realised his potential as an artist without the support and understanding of his wife, Frances Elisabeth Watson Sommer.  Late in their lives, at the end of every meal, before leaving the table Fred would turn to take her hand in his, look her in the eye and say, “Thank you Frances”.

***
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(Colorado River Landscape, 1940)
“Photography is an acceptance of the landscape which exists for itself.”

***
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(Untitled, 1935)
“We have to educate our perception; it has to be gathered and shepherded, and it needs something to graze upon.”

***
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(Untitled, 1935)
When the Sommers drove into Prescott, Arizona in February 1935, the Yavapai County Court House, built in 1916, and new  Post Office, completed in 1931, dominated the south edge of downtown while the railroad station, rail yard and warehouse sprawl anchored the north end. The population of Prescott was a couple hundred shy of 6000 citizens.  Late in their lives and still residents of Prescott, both could fondly recall their first impressions - the sweet scented quality of the pine forest air, the many creeks that ran out of the foothills into town and their first meal at a downtown restaurant that served authentic Chinese cuisine.

***
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Motif No. 3, 1935
Frederick Sommer came to Prescott, in the midst of the Great Depression, a well educated and practiced Landscape Architect/City Planner, a skilled draughtsman and watercolorist.  He spoke and read in five languages but was still feeling the effects of contracting and surviving tuberculosis.  His wife Frances found employment with the State of Arizona while Sommer dedicated himself to retraining of his graphic skills and design experience with the goal of becoming a fine and celebrated artist. 

***
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(Untitled) 1938
In this early drawing, Sommer completes his sketch by grafting on a small transcribed block of skip-reading.  For entertainment, Sommer often performed skip-readings for his guests and visitors.  Choosing a text from his bookshelf (over the decades he returned to Shakespeare, Dante and Plato) he would take a seat, and then gather his audience around him so they could see the pages from which he would be reading.  Letting his eyes wander freely, chosen words were simultaneously spoken and shifted to fit the grammatical needs of the developing phrase or sentence.   Sommer calmly, seemingly without effort, listened to himself make new sense with the words he was choosing while reading them aloud, leaving his audience stunned.   By improvising with prose long considered to be masterworks, Sommer deliberately cultivated an active dialog with highly respected authors, the authors’ specific language choices and the ever available hidden poetry his skip-reading of these texts revealed.


The transcribed skip-reading -:

“Implements of animated man returned

  to reason in Andalusian pavilions fireplace

  of slender sculpture draped in oval forms

  saving stairs and limited seaside

  jungle house forever

  monstrous the impossible photographs 

  studied blind and rose time portable event

  reclining shadow path ladder and

  original altered clouds seem well to little

  machine port lent to feelings convalescent

  of autumn pleasures and trees strange cut

  destiny participating of torments exact functions

     stored in Natural History Museums

                    harbour of exact landscape”

***

Sommer School – art, education and Frederick Sommer

Frederick Sommer (b. Angri, Italy 1905 – d. Prescott, AZ 1999) was an artist and student of life.  His practice was to investigate what he did not understand.  He tempered his curiosity with a respect and understanding of the practical applications of design.  

Sommer wrote and self-published, THE POETIC LOGIC OF ART AND AESTHETICS in collaboration with Stephen Aldrich, 1972 to house his observations about the traditional ways we communicate using pictures and words which he came to define as pictorial logic and linguistic logic.  Both logics (some things can be said, others are better shown) rely on structure; where a word is in a sentence or where an object is in an arrangement greatly influences our perception and therefore the meaning we give that word or object.  
The artist evolved himself multilaterally by fine tuning his image making skills, visiting, studying and borrowing from history’s greatest artists and philosophers while loosening his own expectations and letting chance relationships have full play.  He educated his senses over his long lifetime, not by judging but rather learning to value all experience.    Entanglements inspired greater possibilities for connections.  
 

“Art is the oldest and richest inventory of man’s perception and comprehension of nature.”  “Everything is shared by everything else; there are no discontinuities.”
***
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Jack Rabbit, 1938
Jack Rabbit was spotted by Sommer just off to the side of a road he was travelling (Fred was always the passenger never the driver).  On first examination, the rabbit appeared to have been very recently killed and thrown by a speeding car.  The car caught the rabbit in such a way as to skin it in mid stride rather than running it over. Sommer quickly but carefully set up his camera so he could make an exposure before another car drove by leaving an unavoidable dust cloud.  When assistant Tom Carabasi (1978 – 1980) asked about the clipped ear at the top of the picture, Sommer highly praised his decisive and clever use of the pictures edge to eternally capture, just barely holding onto, the sudden bolt action of an escaping rabbit.
***
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(Untitled) 1941
Starting in 1938 with the purchase of the 8” x 10” camera, Sommer practiced making photographs in the controlled environment of the studio (the screened-in porch or the dining room were utilized until 1948 when his north-window studio was completed).  The first arrangements he ‘manufactured’ for photographic study were ‘relief sculptures’ made with chicken parts his local butcher considered refuse: the heads, genitalia, the few inedible entrails and the cut out assholes.  Dated 1941, this is the last known photograph made involving chicken parts. The totemic creature Sommer assembled on a cement background - using two assholes, one testicle, a hollow doll leg and a balled up patent application - appears uncertain, teetering on the edge, unsettled by the heady view only hindsight offers.
***
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(Goldmine Arizona, 1943)
In 1943, the Alvarado Goldmine was a small family run operation located at the base of Yarnell Hill.  Even today you can see the still dissipating tailings from one of the view pullouts available when driving south past Yarnell on Highway 89.  Sommer captured the mine in the ‘splendor of youth’ when the dirt removed from clearing underground pathways still extends pristinely and in proportion, similar in form and luminosity to the unfolding petals of a night blooming, desert flower.   
***
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Constellation, Arizona 1943
By 1940, Fred had diagnosed his landscape lens with a focus travel problem.  He circumvented the problem by drilling a hole in the center of the ground glass, placing an 6x magnifying loop over the hole and refocusing once the aperture of the lens was closed down to maximize the depth of the focal field.  In 1943 Sommer purchased a new long focal lens: a 19 inch Goerz Red Dot Artar.  The extraordinary optical quality of this flat field lens inspired Sommer to concentrate on finding and making the majority of his horizonless Arizona Landscapes over the next two years. 
***
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(Untitled) July 14, 1945

***
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(Arizona Landscape, 1945)
“Color moves through a painting like spring and the corrosion of time

Resplendent foreboding of transformations to come

There is in every painting, poem or print something of the long rolling undulation of the open sea

Painter and poet inhabit this legato of breathing and silence.

Photographic surfaces are sensitized before they ever see the sun

Not enslaved to an image, slave of the sun” 

***
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(Untitled, 1947)
For 64 years, the Sommers lived in the Mountain Club on the south side of Prescott.  Manzanita Creek continues to run half a block from their small cabin home on Canyon Drive.  An old neighbor openly questioned Naomi Lyons (asst. 1985 – 1999) about Sommer’s claim to be an artist of international renown.  “This man,” the neighbor said with concern, “has been known to walk in the creek carrying a piece of furniture.”  Lyons explained Sommer had been carrying his large wooden camera on a tripod and making photographs.
***
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Orminda, 1947
Orminda was photographed where it was found, still pinned to the wall of an abandoned miner’s shack in central Arizona.  Sommer theorized from the evidence left behind that this was the home of a single man building himself a support system the only way he could - from pictures he appropriated from magazines. Left on the wall, drying and weathered, this illustration of an elegant lady seated in slight repose, had split open like a ripening seed pod, revealing the ‘inner push’ pulsing within all living things – life begets life. 
***
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Horse, 1945
Horse was found and photographed at the Mayer, Arizona municipal dump in 1945.  At that time, when you turned off to go to the dump you came to a fork in the road and a sign that pointed right, “animals” and left, “all other refuse.”  Using a 12 inch lens and the camera’s tilts and swings to compensate for the low camera angle, Sommer distinctly captured the stillness of death and the easily recognized stride that has long represented and measured power.
***
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(Return of the Prodigal, 1950)
“Poetic and speculative photographs can result if one works carefully and accurately, yet letting chance relationships have full play.  It is not where A and B fuse into one thing, but where A and B remain discrete but serve the common purpose.” The recurring miracle of art is its infinite capacity to transform the tangible and inconsequential into the intangible and consequential.


***
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(The Pontine Marshes, 1950)
In his lifetime, Fred never acquired a driver’s licence. In contrast, Frances was required to own a car for her job as a social worker.  She drove out several days each week to visit the outlying citizenry of Yavapai County, who had requested or were receiving state aid.   Sometimes, if the light looked promising, Fred with camera, tripod, lens, loaded film holders and a dark cloth would ride along.  If the day remained slightly overcast and calm, he would be left by the side of the road where a landscape view and the angle of the soft shadows revealed a structure worth exploring.  If the sky had cleared or a wind kicked up, Frances would drive into the nearest small town and ask the gas station attendant, “Where is your dump?  I want to leave my husband there.”  Fred was a life long scavenger - a “junk man.”  He meticulously explored early rural dump sites in central Arizona with a keen eye for selecting time worn objects, symbolically charged shapes and supportive or evocatively patterned backgrounds.

***
Found Painting Object (no jpeg)
Sommer first noticed and admired the Found Painting object in 1948.  It was one of many boards making up the angled ramp of a busy loading dock at the rear of a building near Prescott’s Sante Fe Railroad Station.  It took two years for Fred to arrange permission to bring a carpenter, with a replacement board pre-measured, cut and ready for installation, facilitating the owners request for the quickest exchange possible.  After photographing the found tar stain abstraction, Fred designed and constructed the mahogany case to properly honor, protect and display this miraculous accident.

***
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Found Painting, 1949
In Leonardo da Vinci’s Treatise on Painting, he suggests a way for painters to stimulate their imaginations.  “Don’t underestimate this idea of mine,” da Vinci warned, “to pause sometimes and look into these stains on walls.  If these are well contemplated, you will find fantastic inventions that awaken the genius to new inventions.”   Master Botticelli, da Vinci reported in the same chapter, had suggested an exercise of soaking a sponge with various colors and throwing it against a wall to make a stain where anyone willing to suspend disbelief can find a beautiful landscape or a battle scene. Using the camera reductively, Sommer edits and compresses what he found, transforming a simple industrial spill into a mysteriously luminous burgeoning scene where the spirits of the deep are rising up to add their voices to our concerns.
***
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Prescott Caviar, 1951
Prescott Caviar was also the title given to a full flavored hors-d’oeuvre the Sommers made to accompany their traditional 5 o’clock cocktail.  Two cloves of garlic, the contents of two (2 oz.) tins of flat anchovies in olive oil and a small handful of pitted black olives were pounded together, using a large mortar and pestle to form a paste.  The paste was then thinned with a tablespoon or two of fine olive oil, a generous splash of rice vinegar, mixed and spread evenly on lightly toasted bread, placed in a very hot oven for 3 to 4 minutes, served immediately.  

***
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Idee et Orchidee, 1951
Idee et Orchidee, roughly translates from French into English as “the idea of an orchid.”  Orchids have been highly valued, hunted and cultivated for centuries.  The tropical orchids of Brazil grow upon trees without pulling their nourishment from their host.  These flowering plants have adapted their roots to collect and condense moisture and nutrients from the air. Fred often spoke of his continued reliance on the combinatory arts, “the help of many things,” and the clarity that comes from a willingness to serve problems rather than solve them.  The orchid as an idea is a practical sustainable design plan and a brilliant organic adaptation for any desert dweller to contemplate.

***


[image: image21]
 (Untitled, 1949)
“Let us not forget that quality in any amount is always welcome.”

***
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 (Untitled) 1951


***
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Fighting Centaur, 1952

***
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(Untitled) 1949
“A straight line can be as alive as the wildest arabesque or tender embrace

  it is a question of who tensions that straight line

  Mondrian is as organic as Gaudi both are very close to life

  life is the longest  45 minutes close to nature

  some speak of a return to nature 

  I wonder where they have been”

***

[image: image25.jpg]



(Untitled) 1953 
“There are many ways of seeing and it is this difference in seeing that has to be respected.”


***
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(Judgement of Solomon, 1952)
In the bible story, Judgement of Solomon, the King is asked to resolve a dispute between two women claiming to be the mother of the same child.  Solomon proposes to divide the child equally with the slice of his sword.  This immediately reveals the mother, as she quickly defers her claim in order to save the life of her child.  Serving a problem Sommer discovered, reveals the nature of the problem.  This simple black and white photograph is a reverse photogram.  In total darkness, the metal objects (three leg shapes and two hinges) were carefully arranged on top of an unexposed 8” x 10” sheet of film, then exposed to light and developed - creating a photogram negative.
***
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(Untitled, nd)
For centuries, artists and craftsman have used hide glues to size or prepare the surfaces of cloth, wood and paper for the application of paint.  Sizing with glue minimizes and evens out the absorbency of the substrate.  Sommer mixed warmed, diluted rabbit hide glue with finely ground dry pigments to create a fresh color palette with the perfect viscosity for his steady and fluid drawing style. The cinematic length of his 12“ x 18 ½“ paper, a choice he made in 1937, is always a stage ready to feature new ideas or reveal the improvisational performances of that days’ possibilities.

***
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(Untitled) 1954
In 1934, while visiting a small Los Angeles Public Library dedicated to music, Frederick Sommer came across a display of original musical score compositions drawn by their respected composers.  He was stunned to see the character, the mood of the music, in both the individual composers’ calligraphic choices and the graphic structure of each specifically and passionately encoded page.   Music that sounded elegant had an elegant look and the greatest musical compositions were both aurally and visually splendid.  Sommer began to make drawings in the style of musical scores by improvising on musical structures, codes and clues, with decisive lines, arching dots and dashes. The result is a musical page smudged with the deep emotional response eternally embedded in music – an international language of symbols arranged to both inform and inspire.  
***
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(Untitled, nd)
***
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Ponte S. Angelo, 1960
Sommer purchased and began working with a 35mm camera in 1952.  His first successful pictures were taken ‘offhand’ while walking the streets of Nogales and Mazatlan, Mexico.  Late in 1959, he travelled to Europe and used 35mm to make what became a small series of ‘jarred images’.  In this photograph Sommer transforms one of the stone angel sculptures that adorn the high railing of Rome’s Bridge of Angels, into an ascending spirit by descending or pulling the camera straight down during exposure. While both honoring and emphasizing gravity, Sommer loosened the weight of reality, enlightening the stone and releasing the spirit. “Spirit is the behavior of matter.”
***
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(Untitled, Paint on Cellophane) 1957
“I know that photography has a way of handling some things well and I could make more of these available than I could find in nature.  If I could find them in nature, I would photograph them.  I make them because through photography I have knowledge of things that can’t be found.”

***
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Figure, 1962
When Frederick Sommer needed to laugh out loud, he would go to the bookshelf and get his copy of a German translation of British art historian Kenneth Clark’s classic treatise, The Nude. The exacting and creative word choices needed to capture the cultivated British wit Clark employed to tease us into overcoming our general discomfort with nudity, gave the translated text a unique precision Sommer mined for his own comic relief.

***
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(Untitled) 1962

***
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Lee Nevin, 1962
In 1962, Sommer explored printing out of focus using 35mm negatives he had taken with the highest quality lenses, perfectly in focus.  Intrigued by the overall look of a negative, that by chance when placed in the enlarger had been projected extremely out of focus, the artist recognised a quality he had long admired in the finest shaded drawings made by history’s greatest draughtsmen.  As displayed in these photographs, the figure is freed of all the individuating and eye catching details, smoothing out imperfections, elevating and illuminating the essence of our common biologically based attraction to the welcoming shape, the ideal form we all recognize as female.
***
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(Untitled) 1965


***
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(Untitled, Smoke on Glass) 1962

***
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(Untitled, nd)
From 1989 to 1998 with the help and remarkable cutting ability of Stephen Aldrich (asst. 1987 – 1999), Sommer produced a new body of work, the collages.  The source material was impeccably cut pieces from the high quality reproductions culled from instructive and reference books printed for medical doctors and surgeons throughout the 1800s and into the early 1900s.  Sommer circumnavigates his entire lifework, embracing everything he had learned about ‘where a thing is’ being more important than ‘what a thing is’.  He worked intuitively and playfully, placing shapes near or on each other to create new tensions and new situations to seduce and challenge the viewer into asking – ‘what is happening here?’
***
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Cut Paper, 1971
Cut papers were made from approximately 7’ long sheets cut from a 4’ roll of brown wrapping paper.  This sheet of paper was carefully rolled out and laid over a 4’ by 6’ sheet of Masonite that had been placed on top of his small studio work table.  With a utility knife in hand, Sommer walked around the table cutting fluidly and freely, rotating his arm and wrist in large and small gestural phrases, with decisive stops and starts.  His control of the blade was confident and agile, slicing cleanly through the heavy brown paper without gouging the surface underneath.   When finished, he would hang the cut sheet and let gravity and the natural curl from the roll push and pull lines and shapes forward and back, creating a dynamically toned and shadowed paper sculpture to photograph.


***
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(Aluminum Foil Drawing, 1970)
During a talk at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1970, Sommer confessed to his audience, “I’ve tried not to give up painting, not to give up drawing, not to give up making musical scores.  I’ve tried to figure out ways in which all these things could be preliminary moves to becoming a photograph.  At every one of these stages,” he realised, “[I] would not be making that which would be the final thing seen.”   Sommer made negatives without using a camera but intended for traditional use in the enlarger by applying paint and soot onto cellophane and glass. He made large cut papers and small fragile aluminium foil drawings because he knew how splendidly photography and its long sensuous silver tonal scale would capture and advantageously transform each of them. 
***

(No jpeg)

Virgin and Child with St. Anne and the Infant St. John, 1507 – 1509
4’ 8” x 3’ 6” drawing by Leonardo da Vinci as reproduced in Giotto to Durer, Early Renaissance Painting in the National Gallery, p. 379 (Yale University Press/National Gallery Publications Limited, London, 1991)


What has become known as Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Burlington House’ cartoon is still considered one of finest drawings ever made.  When first exhibited in Florence (Italy) in early 1500, a reverent enthusiasm spread by word of mouth, bringing ever larger crowds of citizenry to visit and revisit this curious masterfully shaded large scale drawing.  Made with black and white chalk on joined sheets of toned paper, this 500 year old chiaroscuro continues to inspire artists and students to travel to London from all parts of the world to stand before da Vinci’s masterwork.  The cleverly crafted form family of four, anchored to each other in an inferred distant mountain landscape, are lovingly entangled in gesture and drapery, honoring both the liquidity of a simple family moment and the gravity of the dark times predicted for their future.

See National Gallery, London website – www.nationalgallery.org.uk 

Or FFSF ‘Special Galleries’ – www.FrederickSommer.org/special-virgin.html 

***
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Virgin and Child with St. Anne and the Infant St. John, 1966
Sommer found and collected the melted metal object in the 1940s but it wasn’t until 1966 that the background was found and the suddenly unmistakeable da Vinci reference revealed.  “We owe much to our sources,” Sommer wrote in 1982, “and should not be afraid to borrow.  What we learn from a work of art is renewed in the future.  The right to this exchange is earned through dedication.  We are humble about a word or a fragment of something by Leonardo da Vinci.  Every time we see a beautiful work of art we acquire some of its rigor.  In going to museums, a painter remembers many paintings in terms of the structural cohesion of their component parts.  So after years of work he ends up with a creative combination of these sources.  This is not bad.  The creation of another style transforms what preceded it.  Everything undergoes transformation in order to survive.”

***
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Archimedes, 1991
Sommer often referred to the Greek mathematician Archimedes (c 287 - 212 BCE), when emphasizing the fundamental importance of position.  Sommer observed, “What was Archimedes doing with a lever?  What is implied?  If you have a fulcrum, you have a position someplace.  The position could be on a sheet of paper or the position could be a relationship of concepts.  The relationships of masses and distances are the clues to many things.  Thinking about thinking is a tool, but it is not the thing we are serving.  We are serving structure, and structure comes to us and is understandable only as position.”
***

The Sommer Fellowship
Frederick Sommer became Coordinator of Fine Art Studies at the brand new Prescott College in 1966.  He saw the job as an opportunity to integrate art into the college curriculum so that art could become part of the concern and experience of every student.  Celebrating our 10th fellow in the 9th fellowship year, the Sommer Arts and Letters Fellowship continues to evolve the Sommer mission at Prescott College, one merited student at a time.  The fellowship affords the recipient free housing during their senior year in a simple cabin home with two large studios, one with north facing windows and one without any windows at all (to facilitate working with light sensitive materials).  By granting the maturing student-artist with time and the space in which to live, study and work, we hope to share a few of the simple ways Sommer discovered that helped sustain his own creative attitude for life - a healthy relationship with and respect for solitude, simple functional rooms that support quality of attention span, plus a commitment to explore and court history’s recipes and masterpieces, while practicing and studying the art of creating with both words and images.
[Sommer wall quotes for the Fellowship exhibit]
“Our only objective should be to follow the consequences of our moves.

 Only then can we make a blunder or make something out of ourselves.”

 “It doesn’t make any difference what you do; 
  the important thing is that you give consent 

  to what you are doing.”

“We learn in the presence of other people’s living.

 It is the poetry of everyday that counts.”
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