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Preface

What questions might we ask about the visual arts?

Works of visual art are constructed from very basic elements or components that we
experience through our sense of sight and/or touch, namely, lines, two and/or three dimensional
shapes, textures, colors, dark and light qualities, and actual or implied space. In fact, almost
everything that we see can be described or interpreted in terms of these same visual (or sensory)
components. Why do we ascribe the term “art” to some of these objects while others are merely
described as useful or interesting or even beautiful?

A typical response when one is confronted with questions about art is “I may not know
much about art, but I know what I like.” What is implied by this forthright reaction is simply
that one usually likes what he or she actually knows about art. It follows that if one’s knowledge
is limited, responses will also be limited. Unfortunately, many adults have not had the
opportunity (or the desire) to explore the world of art in any systematic way. As a consequence,
their reactions to art exist at a very basic level, “I like it or I don’t like it” being the principal
reaction to works of art, wherever encountered.

One need only review the following questions to gain some insight into the complexity of the
world of art. Being able to provide reasonable answers to these types of questions would
demonstrate one’s ability to both understand and appreciate art, at least at a very fundamental level.
The primary objective of the book is to reveal a sampling of the types of thoughts and emotions
that may be triggered when people encounter works of art. It is hoped to facilitate achieving greater
degrees of differentiation in one’s responses to works of art and, as a consequence, enable reactions
that are more meaningful, encompassing and profound. It is also hoped to nurture an appreciation
for the varied functions and values of art and to demonstrate that the visual arts are an extraordinary
phenomena, and that they are essential to people’s well being, individually and as a society.

What is art?

1) Should natural objects be considered as works of art?

2) Is art anything we want it to be, or does the term “art” refer to objects that have special
characteristics?

3) What conditions need to exist before we are willing to classify something as art?

While all types of objects and events may involve us in the aesthetic aspects of
experience, are we willing to call all of them art?

4) What are the components of an-aesthetic response?

5) How does an aesthetic focus differ from other types of emphases?

6) We may respond to the aesthetic qualities in a variety of objects produced by people who
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have no word for art in their language. Are we willing to call such objects art even though they
were produced primarily as objects to give form to values and traditions, and not as art, per se,
i.e., objects designed primarily to evoke responses to aesthetic qualities?

7) Can people who have not been taught how to make art produce works of art?

8) Are children able to produce art?

Is art found only in art museums?

9) Can objects that are primarily functional be considered as works of art?

10) Under what circumstances can we consider utilitarian objects as works of art?

What does a work of art express?

11) The intentions of the artist?

12) Only what art historians tell us about the work?

13) Anything we want it to express? Is it strictly an individual thing?

How does art serve the individual and society?

14) In what ways does art serve the psychological needs of artists and/or consumers of art?

15) What role does art play in a consumer-oriented materialistic society?

16) Are there careers and occupations that require a background in the visual arts?

What are the differences between art and science?

17) How do artists and scientists differ in their approaches to their work?

18) What are the primary goals of artistic and scientific research?
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Unit One

Sign, Symbol, Metaphor and
the World of Art

Overview SNl

o

Brainstorming (a small quiz, discussion)

Reading (text, vocabulary, notes)

Exercises (answer the questions, synonyms of the underlined words or phrases, translate the art
terms)

Reflection (words and expressions, ask yourself, ask professionals)

Expert says a\ o

Brainstorming

A small quiz: Answer the following questions on the sign, symbol, metaphor and the world
of art, and then check the correct ones.
1. What can we actually experience through our senses?
A. different things for different people
B. shapes, colors and symbols
C. shapes, colors and textures
D. whatever grabs our attention
2. Implied meanings in works of art refer to:
A. what is being represented
B. what is being denoted
C. what can be easily recognized
D. what is connoted
3. Symbols in works of art:
A. mean the same thing to everyone
B. have implied meanings that are culture-based



C. have meaning only if the artist’s intentions are known
D. mean something different to every person
4. Signs in works of art:
A. tell us to stop or go
B. are usually powerful symbols
C. are representations of objects
D. tell us about the artist’s life
5. Works of art function as visual metaphors when:
A. they speak to us beyond their implied qualities
B. they speak to us at our own level of sophistication
C. responses reflect perceptions of signs and symbols and the way the work is constructed
D. responses reflect personal viewpoints and the nature of the artist’s personality

Discussion: Please hold a class discussion on the following questions.

1. Everyone can sense how differences in sound and appearance evoke variations in feelings
and thoughts. Can you give examples to demonstrate the implied meanings in both aural and
visual forms?

2. When do signs become symbols?

3. Which of the concepts of sign, symbol and metaphor is denoted and which is connoted?

Reading  ~

Text

Sign, Symbol, Metaphor and the World of Art

Works of art become most meaningful for us when they evoke thoughts and feelings. This
occurs when we venture beyond merely identifying a work’s visual elements (the character of
its lines, shapes, colors, etc.) and the ways in which these elements are organized. It is essential
to consider the proposition that works of art speak to us through both their formal organization
and the signs, symbols and metaphors that can be associated with them. How these additional
components can be defined and identified is demonstrated through the following series of
exercises.

How does one move beyond what is literally there? When we look at a painting all that we
can actually see are shapes and the textures and colors of paint on the canvas which absorb and
reflect varied amounts of light. But there is much more to react to if we contemplate the
character of the shapes and colors and how they relate to each other. To illustrate this principle
in a very direct way, carefully observe shapes A and B.
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tactility

bambino
Shape A Shape B

Shapes A and B are drawings of simple shapes. To the left of these shapes are two words.
Which word relates to which shape? If you sound-out each word you should readily associate
shape B with “tactility” because this word’s piercing, staccato-like sounds correspond to the
sharp angularity of the shape. The soft, undulating rhythms associated with “bambino”
conform to the round, flowing character of shape A.

We have just demonstrated that there are implied meanings in both aural and visual forms
that are elicited by the nature of what actually exists within these stimuli. Everyone can sense
how differences in sound and appearance evoke variations in feelings and thoughts, even
though there are only lines that define shapes or letters that create words.

In our next exercise we see another example of this phenomenon. Words can appear in type
faces in such a way that what the word describes can actually be felt. The character of the letters

evoke these kinds of associations.
A person’s name may be spelled out without regard for any particular meaning, but the
nature of the type selected may suggest something about a person’s appearance or character. In

the following exercise, what characteristics would you associate with each variation in the use

of type to spell out the name Mary?

MARY

MARY

pleasant
austere
quiet
whimsical
tranquil
joyous

tormented

NENENREBEEEE

elegant



fervent

reserved

mischievous
assertive

morbid
distorted

authoritative

NENREEEEE

dreamy

shape A Shape B

(The above artwords and shapes are from this website: http://instructionall .calstatela.edu/
laa/sign_1.html)

Creating variations in implied meanings are among the basic building blocks that artists
use to express emotions and ideas. But there are other aspects of visual forms that enlarge our
response repertoire to works of art.

Two intersecting rectangles appear in both Shapes A and B; these are their literal (actual)
qualities, as are the variations in the thickness of lines that define these forms. What is not literal
are the associations which we make with these two shapes. Western culture teaches us that when
we see such intersecting rectangles we call such forms “crosses” . These particular arrangements
of shapes become signs for a cross. We also are taught that Shape A is referred to as a Greek
Cross', and Shape B as a Latin Cross?. Other shapes that we encounter elicit other associations.
In works of art we often see signs (or representations) for hands, noses, shoes, trees, mountains,
animals, houses, furniture, etc. None of these objects actually exist in works of art (except
perhaps for tableaux, 3-D collages, interiors, etc.).

Signs also become symbols when they represent something else, but also through a process
of association; i.e., a material object is used to represent something that is not visible. These
crosses function as symbols for us because our western culture has taught us to make particular
associations with these images. Shape A symbolizes some type of health service. Shape B stands
as a symbol for Christianity.

In language, a metaphor is a figure of speech that transfers one thing to another through
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implied comparisons. It is used to infuse writing and speech with vitality, which make both
more interesting; e.g., “he was really crucified by his competitors” or “the artist made minced
meat out of his colors” . Visual metaphors are implied as a consequence of analyzing the
relationships between the formal structures and subject matter of works of art. In addition to
their role as symbols, the crosses can also function as visual metaphors if we will take the time
to analyze their form-content relationships.

Shape A, with its bold black outline and the symmetrical intersection of its vertical and
horizontal rectangles, serves as a visual metaphor for strength (bold outline) and stability
(symmetry): two very positive characteristics that we associate with health service
organizations. In Shape B, vertical and horizontal rectangles intersect in the upper quadrant of
the vertical rectangle. Our attention is drawn to this intersection and the cross takes on the image
of a person with arms outstretched in a gesture that suggests openness and vulnerability. The
Latin Cross not only symbolizes Christianity, it also possesses the potential to serve as a
metaphor for Christian ideals depending upon how it is rendered and interpreted.

Another way to think about sign, symbol and metaphor is to relate these concepts to the
notions of what is denoted (actually there) and what is connoted (what is implied) in works of
art. Signs for objects are denoted; the signs actually exist in works as representations of objects.
These signs for objects function as symbols only if appropriate associations can be made with
them; therefore, symbols are connoted or implied. They are inferred from what can be observed.
Visual metaphors are also connoted, but they are inferred from a holistic interpretation of the
objects in a work and the way the work is put together; i.e., its subject matter, its technical
properties (how it is rendered), and its formal style. These characteristics will be discussed in
subsequent sections.

N X

angularity [engjo'lersti]  n. HA; RARK, 42
assertive [o's3-t1v] adj. HEM; HFHe
aural [oral] adj. ey, FTRBEY
austere [o'stir] n. (A& BEF) R, BHd, PR, =
EEAy; <Faled
authoritative [0'@oratetiv] adj. TAEHIGY, TTABIEEY
bambino [bembinov] n N B3
canvas ['keenvas] n. WE A, hE; WA
Christianity [kristi'znati]  n. B
collage [ko'laz] n. EARHRE, HMZ K
comparison [kom'parisn]  n. [&4%]1 ey
component [kom'ponont]  ~. AT, 4R
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conform
connote
contemplate
correspond
crucify
demonstrate
denote
distorted
elicit

evoke
fervent

formal structure

holistic
horizontal
illustrate
imply
infer
infuse
interior
interpretation
intersect
literal
merely
metaphor

mince

mischievous

morbid
outstretch
pierce
proposition
quadrant
rectangle
render
repertoire

staccato

[kon'form]
[ko'not]
['kantomplet]
[.kora'spand]
['kruso'fai]
['deman’stret)]
[dr'not]
[dis'tortid]
[1'l1s1t]
[r'vok]
['f3vont]

[ho'listik]
[hora'zantl]
['lastret]
[tm'plai]
[mn'f3]
[mm'fjuz]
[m'tirre-]
[m'tz-prr'tefon]
['inte-'sekt]
['Iitaral]
['murli]
['metofer]
[mins]

['mistfivas]

['morbid]
[avt'stret/]
[pirs]
[iprapa'zifon]
['kwadrant]
['rekteengl]
['renda]
['repa'twar]
[sto'kato]

adj.

adj.
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stimuli
subject matter
subsequent
symmetrical

tableaux

tactility
texture
torment
tranquil
transfer
type face
undulate
variation
venture
vertical
vitality
vulnerability

whimsical

Notes

['stimjulai]

['sabsikwant]
[s'metrikl]
[tee'blo(z)]

[tek'tilati]
['tekst/fa]
['torment]
['treenkwal]

[treens'fs]

['Andza'let]
[.verr'efan]
['vent[o]
['vatikl]
[var'teloati]
[ivAlnara'bilati]

['wimzikl]

1.

P

adj.

n.

n.

adj.

gk, R, REEE (stimulus 698450
M, TEAS, A4
ey, BTH; B, Bk
2+ AR 44

SR, #AaEH; AR (LEMRE); £
4 & & (tableau 49 2 4% )
(48] B FRAL G
K3, MR
B, 1RamE; G BL; 2l
Ay, =T, AHNY

BE;, ik
[rAY F4Kk; pad; ATEP R
D IR ST 23

T, £, TE

Hi; T

EHe, A6y, BXe; £44
EH A A

HAE; 555
TR BEF

1. Greek Cross: Used especially by Eastern Orthodoxy and Early Christianity, it is also known

as the crux immissa quadrata. 1t has all arms of equal length and not much longer than the

width. Often the arms curve wider as they go out.

2. Latin Cross: Cross with a longer descending arm. Along with the Greek cross, it is the most

common form. It represents the cross of Jesus’ crucifixion.

.~ Exerecises

Answer the following questions according to the text.

1. When do works of art become most meaningful for us?

2. What does the nature of what actually exists within the stimuli elicit?

3. Do you believe that the letter type selected by a person when he spelled out his name may

suggest something about the person’s appearance or character? Can you give an example?

4. What is one of the basic building blocks artists use to express emotions and ideas?

5. What is not literal about the two intersecting rectangles?

6. When do signs become symbols?



