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PART ONE: THE LANGUAGE OF VISUAL EXPERIENCE

Chapter 1: The Nature of Art and Creativity

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

“The Nature of Art and Creativity” establishes the tone of the text. This chapter defines art and discussing its various media and functions. It also focuses on the unique human trait of creativity and distinguishes between looking and seeing as a strategy to better understand the value of art in our lives.
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1.1
Describe art as a means of visual expression that uses various media and forms.

1.2
Explain what is meant by creativity.

1.3
Discuss the role creativity plays in the work of trained and untrained artists.

1.4
Assess the ways in which representational, abstract, and non-representational art relate to reality.

1.5
Contrast the terms looking and seeing.

1.6
Differentiate between form and content, and show how artists may use iconography to communicate the latter.
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LECTURE AND DISCUSSION IDEAS

1. Defining a Personal and Scholarly Definition of Art: Provide an overview of the variety of artworks the students will encounter throughout the text in order to familiarize them with the wealth of artforms that exist, or have existed in art history. This is a good foundation lecture that will make students comfortable with the subject because it provides a base knowledge of the artworks discussed throughout the text and the quantity of visual images they will encounter. This introductory lecture will also enable students to comprehend that works of art are sometimes difficult to understand and often take more than a moment’s glance to appreciate. 

For example, Janet Echelman’s Her Secret Is Patience is a mixed media work of art created from fiber, steel, and light. Commissioned for the city of Phoenix, Arizona, this public work evokes the color and light of the surrounding desert landscape. Ask students how they view the work. This lecture could then lead to an initial discussion session and assignment in which students answer the questions: What is art to me as one who lives in the twenty-first century? What kind of art do I personally like? What have I seen in this lecture that I never knew existed as art? How have my perceptions of art changed as I begin to understand the breadth of visual art that exists in the world? Compare individual likes and dislikes of art to preferences and choices in everyday life such as those for vegetables, soft drinks, or brands of clothing. Encourage students who are grounded in limiting perspectives to expand their preferences in art by pointing out that curiosity is in our human nature, and more so in a scholar’s role, and to allow their minds to explore and evaluate new ideas and the unknown.

2. Is Everyone Creative? Ask students what creativity means to them and what status it holds in their lives. Is everyone creative? Is it an attitude or a condition? As the text states, “We all have the potential to be creative, yet most of us have not been encouraged to develop our creativity.” Why not? 

Discuss how embracing the traits of creativity can promote solutions for individuals in other disciplines such as science and business. Using the traits from the 2011 book Innovator’s DNA that are described in the textbook, ask students to identify and discuss how creativity can be used in these other disciplines.  

3. Expression and Creation: Explain the significance of children’s art-making process and the art of the untrained artist as that which celebrates the process of creating and personal expression. Focus on the “aesthetic impulse” of all types of artists, including children, untrained folk artists, and formally trained artists. Have students recount their own childhood artistic experiences and attempt to remember when they stopped (if indeed they did) creating visual works of art.

4. Validating Folk Art: Compare the art made by folk artists and untrained artists with that of the trained artist. Does an artist have to go to art school to become an artist? Are the expressions of untrained artists just as legitimate as those of artists who are formally educated?

5. Looking vs. Seeing: Discuss the differences between looking and seeing using Edward Weston’s Pepper #30. Point out that by isolating a particular part of an object and really looking at it, we become much more aware of its visual characteristics, thus enhancing our appreciation of commonplace objects. Show other examples of artwork that isolates part of an object to develop the students’ ability to see.

6. Art and Reality: Using examples from the textbook, discuss the different techniques used by artists to create representational and nonrepresentational art, such as trompe l’oeil and abstraction. At different points in the discussion, or for specific artworks, ask the students why the artist created a realistic or abstract version of reality. Ask students to compare examples of representational and nonrepresentational artworks, either from the textbook or artworks you have selected yourself. How does the artist’s representation of reality affect our interpretation or experience of the artwork or object?

7. The Naming and Seeing Visual Metaphor Test: Everyone has participated in this exercise at one time or another by looking at the clouds and finding animals, faces, and other images. A visual metaphor is when an image is “found” in a familiar object, yet is unrelated to that object. Look for visual metaphors in the classroom. For example, a face is visible in a common electrical outlet. Encourage students to divorce objects from their function and see the object, or parts of the object, purely as a visual form that resembles something else. This will demonstrate the power of deconstructing the naming process to embrace the seeing process.

8. Cultural Iconographic Symbols: How do visual symbols communicate messages? Make a list of cultural symbols and identify what they mean. For example, a heart symbolizes love, an apple symbolizes knowledge, and a donkey and an elephant, respectively, symbolize the Democratic and Republican political parties. Identify other visual symbols and their iconographic meanings, such as those for different religions, and demonstrate how they are represented in artworks from the textbook or from your own selection of artworks.
ASSIGNMENTS AND PROJECTS

Writing Assignments

1.1 What Is Art? Art IS _________. Art ISN’T __________. Using this simplistic sentence structure, have students make lists of criteria, qualities, and properties that do or do not define a work of art for them. Discuss how an appreciation for a work of art is created by personal taste, prompting students to identify the qualities they personally attribute to a good work of art. Students can compare their list to those of their classmates and discuss the varied criteria used to identify how art is often unique to each person, yet also similar. Conduct this exercise again during the last week of the academic term to provide students with evidence of their scholarly development in art appreciation.

1.2 The Roving Pollster: Distribute individual or pairs of students to various demographic locations within your town, such as the grocery store, arcade, children’s playground, retirement home, shopping mall, campus student union, movie theater, or local diner, to conduct a poll of words used to describe art. Each student should poll at least ten different people, or keep polling until they obtain ten different adjectives, to ensure a solid class discussion or writing assignment. Using the adjectives accumulated, compile a master list, and discuss the pollsters’ reactions, interest in the question, or manner in which they responded. This discussion idea can be linked with a writing assignment that encourages students to reflect upon their experience and evaluate results in comparison to their initial preconceptions or misconceptions of art. Another Roving Pollster assignment is to ask those being polled what they believe to be the purpose or function of art. The students can then compare the results with those functions identified in the text.

1.3 Traits of Creativity: Discuss the human traits of creativity described in the chapter by identifying your own traits of creativity and creative modes of expression. Keep a record of your activities for one 24-hour period and write about the creative solutions you employ within your daily activities. Can your traits and abilities be compared to those of a folk artist? Trained artist? Child?

1.4 Color a Book: Coloring books contain visual images created by adults and masquerade as child-oriented solutions. Consequently, children are conditioned to develop solutions that please the adult aesthetic (color in the lines!) and inhibit a child’s own intrinsic creativity. What greater impact might coloring books have on civilization? What are benefits of coloring books? Develop a comparative argument highlighting the pros and cons of coloring books that culminates in expressing your personal opinion.

1.5 Form and Content: Chapter 1 demonstrates how we can better understand the relationship between form and content by viewing artworks that have the same subject but different forms or content, such as Rodin’s The Kiss and Brancusi’s The Kiss. Compare and contrast two examples of art from the textbook that address the same subject with different approaches to form and content. First, identify each artwork and describe the subject. Then, compare and contrast the artworks by describing and analyzing their form and content. How does the form and content of each artwork affect the meaning and the viewer’s interpretation or experience?
1.6 Iconography: Select and assign to students artworks from the textbook and/or works of art that you have selected. Ask the students to research their assigned artwork. In an essay, the students should identify the artwork and describe its iconography. Then, students should analyze the iconography. For example, is the subject matter of and/or symbols in the artwork religious? Are they cultural or indicative or social status?    
Art Projects

1.7 Homage to Bearden Collage (lecture desk or studio activity)
Materials: 8½″ × 11″ background paper, glue stick, scissors, pencil, magazines, painted papers or solid papers for collage materials 

Have students create a collage in the manner of Romare Bearden, and then present the work to the class. Begin with this statement from the text: “…Bearden showed a different type of creativity in his depictions of the daily life he witnessed in the rural South.” Ask students to ponder this question as the content for their collage: What are you fascinated by in your daily life? Each student will create a collage, in the manner of Romare Bearden, of his or her campus or hometown environment that responds to this question. In choosing their images, students should consider personal history, childhood memories, and key events. They may include in the collage a photocopied picture of themselves. Students should communicate their environment and concepts to others. How did the subject, purpose, artistic effects, and cultural influence all work together to create an effective work of art?

1.8 My Family Coloring Book Crayon Drawing (lecture desk or studio activity)
Materials: white paper, pencil, black marker, crayons
Create a line-drawing picture of your family using a pencil, and then outline the contours of each person with a black marker. Then color in the “coloring book page” by working quickly, just as you did when you were a child, and enjoy the process. Using spider diagramming, write adjectives and verbs that describe your family on the back of the picture.

1.9 Close-Up Composition (lecture desk or studio activity)
Materials: varied—pencil and paper, or photography, or paint on canvas as desired

Choose an object, natural or human-made, and examine it closely for visually interesting composition possibilities. Then draw, paint, or photograph this object to enhance those qualities. Reflect upon the work of Edward Weston and Georgia O’Keeffe. Present your finished artwork in a group exhibition of artworks created by all students.
1.10 Creating Representational Art (lecture desk, studio activity, or homework)
Materials: white paper, colored pencils
Using William Harnett’s A Smoke Backstage and René Magritte’s The Treachery of Images (La Trahison des Images) as an example, ask students to create a representational artwork of an object or collection of objects. Explain that the purpose of the exercise is to create an artwork that includes subjects that are recognizable objects from the natural, everyday world, but encourage them to attempt the trompe l’oeil technique. 
1.11 Creating Abstract Art (lecture desk or studio activity)
Materials: white paper, colored pencils
Using the example of Theo van Doesburg, Abstraction of a Cow, create a series of drawings that illustrate the progression of a visual image from representational to nonrepresentational and document the process of abstraction. Start the assignment by finding an image of an animal, flower, person, or object in a magazine. With a maximum of five steps, first draw the image realistically; in the second drawing, eliminate details and describe the object using only shapes; third, separate the shapes with space so they appear to float; fourth, use nonrepresentational colors to color in the floating shapes; and finally, create a one-line contour outline drawing of the space between the shapes. 

1.12 Personal Iconography (lecture desk or studio activity)
Materials: paper, colored pencils
Create a set of iconographic visual symbols representative of the many aspects of your life. Use these iconographic visuals together to create a narrative composition that becomes an illustration for your biography. Then, write a brief description of your symbols and how they inform the viewer about yourself.
1.13 Creating Outsider Art (lecture desk, studio activity, or homework)
Materials: construction paper, glue, and a large assortment of ordinary objects, such as buttons, shoe laces, pencils, stickers, plastic spoons, pennies, playing cards, yarn, bottle caps, etc.
Consider how Sabatino “Simon” Rodia and the Philadelphia Wireman created artworks outside the conventions of art history and contemporary culture. Then, create your own version of outsider art by using ordinary objects in a creative and unconventional way. First, select an assortment of ordinary objects, like those listed above. Then, assemble and glue them onto a large piece of construction paper. You can even stack and glue different objects together to achieve a three-dimensional effect! Finally, briefly describe your object and explain how it fits the definition of outsider art by relating it to examples of artwork created by trained and untrained artists in your textbook.
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