L.ESSON 1

Art Criticism and Aesthetics

You have heard the saying “Don’t judge a
book by its cover” What this saying means is
that to judge something fairly, you need to
have all the facts. It is not enough to look at
the surface of the object. You need to dig
beneath the surface — to understand as much
as you can about the object.

In this lesson you will learn ways of look-
ing at art that will help increase your under-
standing and appreciation of it.

b Figure 3-1 In describing this
art work, what element would
you choose to discuss first?
What do you think the artist was
most interested in as he created
this oil painting?

James Brooks. Rasalus. 1959. Oil
on canvas. 167.6 x 202.6 cm (66 x
79%4"). Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York, New
York.

Have you ever looked at a work of art and
wondered if there was more to the painting
than you understood? You may have asked
yourself this question when you looked at
Figure 3-1. Works of art are sometimes like
mysteries. Solving art mysteries is one of the
jobs of people in the field called art criticism.
Art criticism is studying, understanding, and
judging works of art.

In carrying out their work, art critics often
use a four-step system. The four steps are
describing, analyzing, interpreting, and
judging.
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Describing an Art Work

In describing an art work, the critic notes
certain key facts. These include the following;:

e The size of the work, the medium, and
the process used. The credit line gives
the viewer information about the size of
the work and the medium used. It also
lists the process, such as serigraph or
woodcut.

e The subject, object, and details. The sub-

ject is the image viewers can easily identify in
an art work. The subject answers the ques-
tion “What do I see when I look at this
work?” The subject in Figure 3-2 is a
group of people, probably a family, at a
holiday gathering. What other objects and
details might the art critic mention? What
subject, object, and details would be de-
scribed in Figure 3-3 on page 36?

e The elements used in the work. Look
again at Figure 3-2. Line and color are
two of the elements of art that play an im-
portant part in this work. Can you iden-
tify the other art elements? What elements
can you point out in Figure 3-37?

Notice that while every work of art uses
elements, not all have subjects. Figure 3-11is
a painting without a recognized subject. Be-
cause such works are not “about” something,
some viewers are uncertain how to describe
them. These viewers should learn to focus
attention on the elements of art. This is what
the critic—or anyone else —will see in this
work. This is called describing the formal as-
pects of the work.

« Figure 3—-2 Notice the title of
the work. What American holiday
is similar to the one being
celebrated in this picture? What
do you think the man at the right
is pointing to?

Jan Steen. Eve of St. Nicholas.

c. 1667. Canvas. 81.9 x 70.5 cm
(32Va x 27%4"). Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam.



4 Figure 3-3  Is this work successful because it looks lifelike or because it expresses an

idea or mood? Why is it necessary to use more than one aesthetic view when judging works

of art?

Beatrice Whitney van Ness. Summer Sunlight. c. 1936. Oil on canvas. 99.1x124.5 cm (39 x 49”).
National Museum of Women in the Arts, Washington, D.C. Gift of Wallace and Wilhelmina

Holladay.

Analyzing an Art Work

In analyzing an art work, the critic focuses
on the work’s composition. Composition is
the way the art principles are used to organize the
art elements of color, line, shape, form, space, and
texture. Look once again at the painting in
Figure 3-2 on page 35. Find the long loaf of
bread in the lower left and the chair in the
lower right. Notice how the diagonal lines of
these and other objects lead your eye to the
center of the picture. There you find a small
child grinning and looking out at you. The
child is one of the most important figures in
the work. How are the elements organized in
the painting in Figure 3-3?

Interpreting an Art Work

In interpreting an art work, the critic
focuses on the work’s content. This is the
message, idea, or feeling expressed by an art
work. Each art critic may interpret an art
work differently, according to individual
feelings. Your interpretation of an art work
will be based on your personal opinions and
experiences.

Look once more at Figure 3—2. Notice that
the grinning child is pointing at another
child, who is crying. It appears that this sec-
ond boy has received no presents. His smil-
ing sister holds his wooden shoe in which
his gifts were to be placed. But the shoe holds
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only a hickory stick instead of presents.
Maybe the artist’s message to children of all
ages is that gifts come only to those who be-
have. What mood or feeling does the paint-
ing in Figure 3-3 communicate to you?

Judging an Art Work

In judging an art work, the critic tells
whether the work succeeds. He or she an-
swers the question “Is this a successful work
of art?”

How, exactly, the critic answers this ques-
tion depends on his or her particular aes-
thetic (ess-thet-ik) view. An aesthetic view is
an idea, or school of thought, on what is important
in a work of art. Such views help critics better
understand and explain the meaning of art
to others.

AE HETICS AND ART

Through the ages, scholars have put forth
many different aesthetic views. The follow-
ing are three common ones:

e The subject view. In this aesthetic view, a
successful work of art is one with a lifelike
subject. Look yet again at the picture in
Figure 3-2. The members of the family
are painted to look like real people. Critics
holding this aesthetic view would praise
this work for being true to life. How do
you think these same critics would react
to the painting in Figure 3-3? How would
they judge the painting in Figure 3-1?

¢ The composition view. In this view, what

is most important in an art work is its
composition. Notice how light and dark

values of hue in Figure 3-2 create a feeling
of depth. Critics taking this view would
praise the artist’s use of the elements and
principles of art to create a visually pleas-
ing design. How do you suppose these
same critics would respond to the work in
Figure 3—-3? How might they react to the
picture in Figure 3-1?

e The content view. In this view, what
counts most is the content, or the mood or
feeling, an art work communicates. Critics
supporting this view would praise the
work in Figure 3-2 for the joyous holiday
mood it captures. What do you imagine
these critics would have to say about the
painting in Figure 3-3? What might their
response be to the painting in Figure 3-17

Keep in mind that few critics limit them-
selves to a single aesthetic view. Most feel
that learning as much as possible from an art
work requires keeping an open mind. How
might a critic accepting all three views above
react to the painting that opened this chapter
on page 327

¥ CHECK YOUR
UNDERSTANDING

1. What is art criticism? Name the four
steps used by art critics.

2. What are subject, composition, and
content?

3. Whatis an aesthetic view?

4. Describe the three commonly held aes-
thetic views detailed in this lesson.



LESSON 3

Art History

Look briefly again at the painting in Figure
3-4 on page 38. Having created an “exten-
sion” to the work, you now have a better un-
derstanding of its composition and content.
What do you know about its artist, Edwaljd
Hopper? When and where did he live? Did

his other paintings look like the one in Fig}lre
3-6? Is he thought to be an important .artlst.?
Answering these and similar questions 15
the goal of art history. In this lesson you will
learn ways of answering these questions.

. Figure 3—6 What makes this work more than just a realistic picture of two peopleina

room? How do these people behave toward each other? How do their actions make

il on canvas. 71.1x 91.4 cm (28 x 36"). Shel‘don
Lincoln, Nebraska. F. M. Hall Collection.

Edward Hopper. Room in New York. 1932, O
Memorial Art Gallery, University of Nebraska,

you feel?
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IISTORY AND YOU

To understand an art work completely, you
need to do more than justlook at it. You need
to look beyond it. You need to know when
and where the work was done. You need to
know something about the artist who created
it. Searching of this sort is the job of people
in the field of art history. Art history is the
study of art from past to present.

When they study art, art historians often
use the same four steps art critics use: they
describe, analyze, interpret, and judge. Un-
like art critics, however, art historians do not
use these steps to learn from art. They use
them to learn about art.

Describing an Art Work

In describing an art work, art historians
answer the questions “Who?” “Where?” and
“When?” In other words, “Who painted the
work, and when and where was it painted?”
Look at the painting in Figure 3—6. Acting as
an art historian, you can answer the first two
of these questions by reading the credit line.
The “who” is, again, Edward Hopper. The
“when” is 1932. A visit to your school or local
library will give you more information about
the artist. There you will find that Hopper
was an American painter who lived from
1882 to 1967.

Analyzing an Art Work

In analyzing an art work, the historian
focuses on questions of style. Style is an art-
ist’s personal way of using the elements and prin-
ciples of art and expressing feelings and ideas in
art. Two typical questions the historian asks
when analyzing a work are the following:

® What style did the artist use?
® Did the artist use the same style in other
works?

Look again at the painting in Figure 3-6.
An art historian would describe the style of
this work as realistic. Compare this work
with Figure 3-4 on page 38. Would you say
that both are done in a realistic style? Do you

Sense the same feeling of quiet loneliness in
each?

Interpreting an Art Work

In interpreting an art work, the historian
tries to determine how time and place may
have affected the artist’s style. Usually, this
requires some research on the art historian’s
part. A trip to the library would reveal that:

e The painting in Figure 3—-6 was com-
pleted during a period called the Great
Depression.

e The Depression was a time during the
1930s when many people were out of work
and money was scarce.

e To many people living through the
Depression, the future looked hopeless.

In this work, Hopper captures the loneli-
ness many people felt during that bleak time.
The painting shows two people in a room.
Notice that they do not face one another.
Each, in fact, seems to be ignoring the other.
Alarge door seems further to separate them.
The people share the room but little else.
Each is neglected and alone.

Judging an Art Work

In judging an art work, the historian notes
its place in all art history. The historian de-
cides whether the work and its artist make
an important contribution to art. One way in
which an artist can make a contribution is by
introducing new materials or perfecting a
style. Hopper is noted for developing a style
that captured the mood of the times more
effectively than most artists of that period.

V¥ CHECK YOUR
UNDERSTANDING

1. Whatis art history?

2. Explain describing, analyzing, interpreting,
and judging as the terms are used by art
historians.

3. Define style.
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BUILDING VOCABULARY
Number a sheet of paper from 1 to 7. After
each number, write the term from the box
that best matches each description below.

aesthetic view content
art criticism style
art history subject
composition

1. Studying, understanding, and judging
works of art.

2. The image viewers can easily identify in
an art work.

3. The way the art principles are used to
organize the elements of art in an
art work.

4. Theidea, feeling, mood, or message ex-
pressed by an art work.

5. Anidea, or school of thought, on what
is important in a work of art.

6. The study of art from past to present.

7. An artist’s personal way of using the
elements and principles of art and ex-
pressing feelings and ideas in art.

REVIEWING ART FACTS

Number a sheet of paper from 8 to 17. An-
swer each question in a complete sentence.

8. What is describing, as the term is defined
by art critics? What are two key facts a
critic would note when describing
a work?

9. What is analyzing, as the term is defined
by art critics?

10. What is interpreting, as the term is de-
fined by art critics?

11. What question is asked by art critics
when judging a work?

12. Summarize the three aesthetic views
discussed in the chapter.

13. What are three questions an art histo-
rian would answer when describing
a work?

14. What are two typical questions an art
historian would ask when analyzing
a work?

15. What is interpreting, as the term is de-
fined by art historians?

16. What questions do art historians ask
when interpreting an art work?

17. What do art historians decide during
the judging stage?

THINKING ABOUT ART

On a sheet of paper, answer each question
in a sentence or two.

1. Interpret. Could two art critics using the
four-step system of art criticism come up
with different judgments of a work? Ex-
plain your answer.

2. Interpret. Is any one step in art criticism
more or less important than any other
step? Which step? Explain your answer.

3. Extend. Art, it is often said, is not created
in a vacuum. To which lesson in this
chapter does this statement apply? Ex-
plain your answer.

4. Analyze. Give an example of events tak-
ing place in the world right now that
could affect an artist’s style.

5. Compare and contrast. In what ways is
the judging of art similar for art critics
and art historians? In what ways is the
task different?

MAKING ART
CONNECTIONS

1. Social Studies. Visit the library and learn
what you can about the artist of the
sculpture in Figure 2—8 on page 24. How
would an art historian say that time and
place affected the artist’s work?

2. Language Arts. Pretend you are an art
critic. Write an article you could submit
to a magazine judging the work in Figure
3-4 by Edward Hopper.

L KING AT THE DETAILS
The detail shown below is from Georges
Rouault’s Christ Mocked by Soldiers. Study the
detail and answer the following questions.

1. What mood do you sense in this work?
What elements of art are used to convey
this mood?

2. Which aesthetic view would you use in
judging this work? Give reasons to sup-
port your answer.

3. What would an art historian discuss
when analyzing this painting?

4. Compare Rouaults style in this painting
with Jan Steen's style in Figure 3-2 on
page 35. What differences do you see?

Georges Rouault. Christ Mocked by
Soldiers. 1932. Oil on canvas.
(Detail.) 92.1x 72.4 cm (362 x
281%"). Museum of Modern Art,
New York, New York. Given
anonymously.
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