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Developing Critical
- Thinking

* Critical thinking combines

¢ Evaluation of all available information

s . Analysis of visual relationships

* Exploration of alternative solutions

Never complacent, the best artists and designers continually seek to im-
prove each image and expand each idea. Critical thinking is used to determine
compositional strengths, develop concepts, and improve visual communica-
tion. Knowing what to keep and what to change is essential. By enhancing the
best aspects of a design and deleting the weak areas, we can dramatically
strengthen both communication and expression. :

ESTABLISHING CRITERIA

Establishing the criteria on which judgments will be made is the first step. For
example, if technical skills are being emphasized in an assignment, crafts- -
manship will be highly valued. Likewise, if the assignment must be done in

" analogous colors, a black-and-white painting will not meet the criteria, no
" matter how carefully it is composed. By determining the major questions be-

ing raised in each problem, we can understand the basis on which judgments.

o will be reached. Consider the following questions:

‘ . . : What is the pﬁrpose of the assignment? Does your teacher want you to

- learn any specific skills? What compositional and conceptual variables
will you need to explore?

«  What are the assignment pzirameters? Are there limitations in the size,

- style, or materials?
*  When is the assignment due and in what form must it be presented?

It is important to distinguish between understanding assignment criteria
and seeking the “right answer.” In the first case, by determining the bound-
aries, you can fully focus your energy when you begin to work. Just as a mag-
nifying glass can be used to focus sunlight into a powerful beam, so
assignment parameters can help you focus creative energy. On the other hand,
students who try to determine the “right answer” to a problem often simply




wé.nt.to know the teacher’s solution. Such knowl-
é‘dge is rarely helpful. Any problem presented by a
teacher simply sets a learning process in motion:
you learn through your work. Since learning re-
 quires a personal process of investigation, finding
 your own answer is essential.

FORM, SUBJECT,
AND CONTENT

The most effective compositions present a unified
visualization of an idea or emotion. As a result, it is
~ often difficult to dissect and analyze a design. Iden-
tifying three major aspects of an artwork can pro-
" vide a beginning point for discussion. -

Form may be defined as the physical manifesta-
tion of an idea or emotion. Two-dimensional forms
are created using line, shape, texture, value, and
color. The building blocks of three-dimensional
forms are line, plane, volume, mass, space, texture,
and color. Duration, tempo, intensity, scope, setting,
“and chronology are combined to create time-based
art forms. For example, film is the form in which
Star Wars was first presented.

The subject, or topic, of an artwork is most ap-
parent when a person, an object, an event, or a set-
ting is clearly represented. For example, the conflict
between the rebels and the Empire provides the
subject for Star Wars.

The emotional or intellectual message of an art-
work provides'its content, or underlying theme.
The therme of Star Wars is the journey into the self.
Luke Skywalker’s gradual understanding of him-
self and acceptance of Darth Vader as his father pro-
vides an essential emotional undercurrent to the
entire series. ‘

STOP, LOOK,
LISTEN, LEARN

Any of these three aspects of design can be dis-
cussed critically. A critique is the most common
structure used. During the critique, the entire class
analyzes the work completed at the end of an as-
sighment. Many solutions are presented, demon-
strating a wide range of possibilities. The strengths

and weaknesses in each design are determined, and
areas needing revision are revealed. These insights
can be used to improve the current design or to gen-
erate possibilities for the next assignment.
Critiques can be extremely helpful, extremely
destructive, or just plain boring, largely depending
on the amount and type of student involvement.
The main purpose of the critique is to determine
which designs are most effective and why. Specific
recommendations are most helpful: be sure to sub-
stantiate each judgment, so that your rationale is
clear. Whether you are giving or receiving advice,
come with your mind open, rather than your fists
closed. A critique is not a combat zone! Listen care-
fully to any explanations offered and generously of-
fer your insights to others. Likewise, receive their
suggestions gracefully rather than defensively. You
will make the final decision on any further actions
needed to strengthen your design; if someone gives
you bad advice, quietly discard it. An open, sub-
stantial, and supportive critique is the best way to
determine the effect your design has on an audi-
ence, so speak thoughtfully and weigh seriously

‘every suggestion you receive.

When beginning a critique, it is useful to distin-
guish between objective and subjective criticism.

‘Objective criticism is used to assess how well a
work of art or design utilizes the elements and prin-

ciples of design. Discussion generally focuses on
basic compositional concerns, such as '

» The type of balance used in the composition
and how it was created

o The spatial depth of a design and its composi-
tional effect

o The degree of unity in a design and how it was
achieved :

Objective criticism is based on direct observation

and a shared understanding of assignment parame-
ters. Discussion is usually clear and straightfor-
ward. Alternative compositional solutions may be

discussed in depth.

Subjective criticism is used to describe the per-

* sonal impact of an image, the narrative implications

of an idea, or the cultural ramifications of an action.
Discussion generally focuses on the subject and con-
tent of the design, including
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o The meaning of the artwork
o The feelings it evokes

o Iis relationships to other cultural events

¢ The artist’s intent

Because subjective criticism is not based on sim-
ple observation, it is more difficult for most groups
to remain focused on the artwork itself or to reach
any clear conclusions regarding possible improve-
ments. The discussion may become more general
- and wide-ranging, as political or social questions

raised by the works of art and design are analyzed.
While these are important topics, because of the po-
tential lack of clarity, subjective criticism may be
used sparingly during the foundation year.

TYPES OF CRITIQUES

Description

The first step is to look carefully and report clearly.
Without evaluating, telling stories, drawing conclu-
sions, or making recommendations, simply describe
the visual organization of the work presented. A
descriptive critique can help you see details and
heighten your understanding of the design. The stu-
dent whose work you describe learns which aspects
of the design are most eye-catching
and readable and which areas are
muddled and need work.

This is a particularly useful ex-
ercise when analyzing a complex
piece, such as figure 6.1A. In an art
history class you might write

Place de I'Europe on a Rainy Day
is a rectangular painting depict-
ing a street in Paris. A vertical
Jamppost and its shadow extend
from the top edge to the bottom
edge, neatly dividing the paint-
_ ing in half. A horizon line, ex-
tending from the left side and
three-quarters of the way to the
right, further divides the paint-
ing, creating four major quad-
rants. Because this horizon line
is positioned just above center,
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6.1A Gustave Caillebotte, Place de I'Europe on a Rainy Day, Paris Street, 1877, Oil on
canvas, 83% X 108% in. {212.2 X 276.2 cm),

the bottom half of the composition is slightly
Jarger than the top half.

A dozen pedestrians with umbrellas occupy the
bottom half of the painting. At the right edge, a
man strides into the painting, while next to him a
.couple moves out of the painting, toward the
viewer. To the left of the lamppost, most of the
movement is horizontal, as people cross the cob-
blestone streets. ’ v

When ysing description in a spoken critique, it
is useful to consider the following compositional
characteristics: '

¢ What is the shape of the overall composition? A
circle or sphere presents a very different com-
positional playing field than a square or a cube.

« What range of colors has been used? A black-
and-white design is very different from a
design in full color.

o What is the size of the project? Extremes are es-
pecially notable. A sculpture that is 10 feet tall
or a painting that is 1-inch square will immedi-
ately attract attention.

o Is the visual information tightly packed, creat-
ing a very dense design, or is the design mote
spacious, with a lot of space between shapes or
volumes?




Céuse and Effect

A descrlpnve critique helps us analyze the compo-
itional choices made by the artist. A cause-and-
.éffect critique builds on this description. In a
. snnple description, you might say that the design is
; pnmarlly composed of diagonals. Using cause and
“effect, you might conclude that, because of the many
diagonals, the design is very dynamic. In a cause-
“and-effect critique, you discuss consequences as
‘well as choices. Analyzing the same painting, you
* might write '

Place de I'Europe on a Rainy Day depicts a city
street in Paris near the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. A lamppost, positioned near the center, verti-
cally dissects the painting in half. The horizon line
creates a second major division, with 45 percent of
the space above and 55 percent below this line.

A dozen pedestrians in dark clothing cross the
cobblestone streets from left to right, creating a
flowing movement. To the right of the post, the
pedestrians move in and out of the painting,
from background to foreground. Both types of
movement add compositional energy. Two men
and one woman are the most prominent figures.
The man at the far right edge pulls us into the

painting, while the couple to his immediate left
moves toward us, pushing out of their world and
into our world. The movement that dominates
each side of the painting is arrested by the lamp-
post. It is almost as if we are getting two paint-
ings on one canvas.

As shown in figure 6.1B, a visual diagram can be
used to support your written comments.

Compar’é and Contrast

In a compare/contrast critique, similarities and
differences between two images are noted. We will
use the Caillebotte painting one more time, now

comparing the perspective used with the perspec-

tive in Raphael’s The School of Athens (6.2).

The city streets depicted in The School of Athens
and Place de I'Europe demonstrate many differ-
ences between Renaissance and Impressionist
perspective.

The one-point perspective used in Raphael’s
painting leads our eyes to Plato and Aristotle, po-
sitioned just below the center of the composition.
The other figures in the painting are magsed in a

Major division #1

45% <

Major
division #2

il

‘Horizontal
-movement.

55% <

Front/back
movement

6.1B Gustave Caillebotte, Place de I'Europe on a Rainy Day, Paris Street, 1877. Compositional diagram.
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horizontal band from the far right to the far left
side and in two lower groups, to the right and
Jeft of the central figures. Our eyes are led back to
the philosophers by a man sprawled on the steps
to the right and by the scribes’ tables on the left.
Like a proscenium arch in a theater, a broad arch
in the foreground frames the scene. Overlapping
arches add to the depth of the painting. This
composition combines the stability of one-point
perspective with a powerful illusion of space.

In the Caillebotte painting, a lamppost occupies
center stage, rather than a philosopher. The per-
spective in the cobblestone street and in the
buildings on the right is complicated by the per-
spective used for a large background building on
the left. This unusual illusion of space, combined
with the movement of the pedestrians, creates a
feeling of instability.

Compare and contrast essays are often used in
history classes. This form of analysis helps

demonstrate differences in historical periods or
artistic styles. The same approach, however, may be
used in the studio, for either spoken or written cri-
tiques. The following is an example, written by two
students in a basic design class. The assignment was
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6.2 Raphael, The School
of Athens, 1509-11.
Fresco, 26 X 18t (7.92 X
5.49 m). Stanza della
Segnatura, Vatican, Rome.

to complete an 18 X 24 in. design, transforming the
music building (Crouse College) into a labyrinth.

Looking at Cally’s design (6.3), Trish wrote

Cally’s piece uses strong black-and-white con-
trast, with both negative and positive space ,
clearly developed. On the other hand, my design
is brightly colored, representing a kaleidoscope
based on the stained glass windows in the
building.

?

We both use the staircase as a major element.
Cally’s stair leads you in and around the build-
ing, creating a way to explore the space. My stair
becomes part of the overall pattern.

I thought of the labyrinth as an abstract puzzle, a
design you could draw your pencil through to
find the ending. I wanted my design to be play-
ful. Cally’s design focuses on the psychological,

creating an entry into the human mind. Cally’s

design is mysterious. Her staircases seem to lead
nowhere.

We both use lines very deliberately. Where one
line ends, another begins. Without lines in a
labyrinth, it wouldn’t be as puzzling or mysteri-
ous. It would just be another design, rather than
a puzzle to solve or a fun house to explore.




- Labyrinth. Student work, 18 X 24 in,

6.3 Cally iden, Transforming Crouse College into a

Looking at Trish’s design (6.4), Cally wrote

The first difference I notice is that my labyrinth
uses black and white to form a high-contrast
composition, whereas Trish uses color to trans-
form the building into a complex pattern. My
vertical format helps suggest the height of the
building, which is dominated by two amazing
staircases. Trish’s horizontal format contains a de-
sign that is as abstract as a computer circuit
board.

Next, I notice conceptual differences between our

solutions. My drawing is representational, depict-

ing a psychological labyrinth, whereas Trish's
turns the labyrinth into a puzzle. The space is
essentially flat in her design: color is used to cre-
ate a balanced composition rather than being
used to create any illusion of space. On the other
hand, because my design is representational, I
used the illusion of space to create a convincing
interior space.

One similarity between our drawings is in the
inclusion of the staircase. Trish used the stairs as
a background shape that adds dynamism to the
composition. I used the stair as a primary motif, a
means by which people using the building can
explore their own minds.

6.4 Tricia Tripp, Transforming Crouse College into a Labyrinth. Student work,
24 X 18 1n.

For me, Trish’s design creates a sense of alien-
ation. There is no evidence of human experience
here — it is a purely visual world, made up of
complex shapes. It produces no strong emotion
for me, no sense of mystery. It is purely visual.

On the other hand, there are hints of “the human”
in my composition, but it is lost within the maze
of repetitive stairs: only traces remain. I want to
convey the feeling of being caught in a labyrinth,
solving mysteries, and finding one’s self.

Both critiques are honest without being abusive and
offer a discussion of both concept and composi-
tion. While they are very different, each of the stu-
dents clearly respects the approach taken by the
other.

Greatest Strength/
Unrealized Potential

Many projects have one notable strength and one
glaring weakness. To create a positive atmosphere,
start by pointing out the strength in the work. Begin
by looking for

¢ The level of unity in the design and how was it
achieved

¢ The amount of variety in the design and how
much energy it generates
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¢ The visual rhythms used and

their emotional effect

o  The attention to detail. This
could include craftsmanship,
conceptual nuance, or cOMpo-
sitional economy.

s A conceptual spark. We all love

to see an unexpected solution
that redefines the imaginative
potential of a project.

Using figure 6.5A as an example,
you could say, '

The primary strength of this
project is unity. The use of black
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marker throughout gives the de-
signa simple, clean, and consis-
tent look. The repetition of the
arches helps tie it all together. Vertical and hori-
sontal lines dominate, creating a type of grid.

Next, consider ways to improve the project.
Mentally arm yourself with a magic wand. If you
could instantly transform the design, what single
aspect would you change? How can the potential of
the project be more fully realized? Some basic ques-
tions follow.

« Isit big enough? Is it small enough?
o Is it bold enough? Is it subtle enough?
'« How rich is the concept? Can it be expanded?

» How can the concept be communicated more
clearly? How can the concept be communi-
cated more fully?

The assignment was to create a labyrinth. Figure
6.54 is spatially shallow. To strengthen the compo-
sition, you might suggest :

When I think about a labyrinth, I think of itas a
mysterious place that I can enter and explore. As
it now stands, this design is spatially flat: it gives
me no place to go, s0 you might try increasing
the illusion of space. Greater size variation in the
arches, with larger ones in the front and smaller
ones in the back, could help. Overlapping some
of the arches could increase the space and add
rhythm to the work. And have you considered
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6.5A Design variation.

6.58 Design variation.

using gray marker for the background shapes?.
This would reduce the contrast and push those
shapes back in space.

The resulting design (6.5B) is more spatially

~ complex.

DEVELOPING A

 LONG-TERM PROJECT

AN ) L
‘Critical thinking is useful at many points in a proj-

ect, not just at the end. When working on a project
for 10 hours or more, it is useful to assess progress
at the beginning or the end of each work period.
This may be done in a large-group critique, in small
teams, in discussion with your teacher, or on your
own. Several effective strategies follow.

Week One Assessment

Determine Essential Concept

As a project begins to evolve from brainstorming, to
thumbnails, to rough drafts, the concept may also
evolve. Your initial idea may expand or shift during
the translation from the mind to the hand to the
page. Stopping to reconsider your central concept
- and refine your image can bring great clarity and




ei to the work. What is the design really
ut?_' You can speak more forcefully when you

what you want to say.

1t the exact opposite. For example, if you
to show the joy a political prisoner feels on be-
3 leased from jail, you may need to show the de-

 in a design, add some emphatically static
nts The contrast created by polarities can
zghten commumcahon

ve from General to Specific

e spec:lﬁc"’ demands your writing teacher. Just as
ie generalities weaken your writing, so vague
ge erahtles can weaken your designs. Details are

1portant “A bird watched people walk down the
street” is far less compelling than “Two vultures
eréd over University Avenue, hungrily watch-
‘the two hapless students stagger from bar to
t Specifying the kind of bird, type of people, and
t locahon makes the image come alive.

Aove from Personal to Universal

3§uto‘o10graphy is a particularly rich source for im-
ages and ideas. The authenticity of personal experi-
‘is extremely powerful. However, if you focus
0 tightiy on your own family, friends, and experi-
the viewer must know you personally in order
10 appreciate your design. Try expanding your field
ision. Use a story about your high school grad-
on to say something about all rites of passage
m childhood to adulthood.

Week Two Assessment

well-developed rough or a full-scale model may
presented at this stage. The purpose of this
C.r.ltl,qlte is to help the artist or designer determine

D ‘9;09 Alternatives

By helping someone else solve a problem, we can
then solve our own problem. Organize a team of
our“or five classmates. Working individually, de-

'he felt before her release. To increase the

sign 5 to 10 possible solutions to a visual problem
using 3 X 4 in. thumbnail sketches. Then, have one
person present his or her ideas verbally and visu-
ally. Each team member must then propose an alter-
native way to solve the problem. This can be done
verbally; however, once you get going, it is more ef-
fective and stimulating if everyone (including the
artist) draws alternative solutions. This process
helps the artist see the unrealized potential in his or
her idea. And, because of the number of alternatives
presented, the artist rarely adopts any single sug-
gestion. Instead, the exercise simply becomes a
means of demonstrating ways to clarify, expand,
and strengthen intentions already formed. Continue
until everyone has made a presentation.

Edit Out Nonessentials

Have you ever found it difficult to determine the real
point of a lengthy lecture and thus lost interest? In
our zeal to communicate, teachers sometimes pro-
vide so many examples and side issues that students
get lost. Likewise, if your design is overloaded with
peripheral detail or if a secondary visual element is
given the starring role, the result will be cluttered
and impact will be lost. Look carefully at your de-
sign, focusing on visual relationships. Are there any
extra shapes or volumes that can be deleted?

Amplify Essentials

Just as it is necessary to delete extraneous informa-
tion, it is equally important to strengthen the essen-
tial information. Review the section on emphasis in
Chapter Three and consider ways to increase your
compositional power. Try “going too far,” wildly ex-
aggerating the size, color, or texture of an important
visual element. The only way to get an extraordi-
nary image is to make extraordinary compositional
choices.

Developing a Self-Assignment

In the following two pages, Jason Chin describes the
development of a month-long self-assignment he
completed near the end of his freshman year. The
original project proposal is given at the top of the
first page. The rest of the text is devoted to Jason’s
analysis of his actual work process. This type of per-
sonal assessment can bring an extended project to a
memorable conclusion.
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Self-Assignment:

Jason Chin
The Mythological Alphabet

Original Proposal

Description: [ plan to make an illustrated alphabet book with 32 pages and a cover. The theme of
the book will be myths and heroes. | am interested in illustrating the essence of each hero’s story.
Specifically, how can | visually communicate the story of a tragic hero versus a triumphant one?
Further concerns with the book will be making it work as a whole. That means keeping it ba[anoed
and maklng it flow: | don’t want the images to become disjointed.

Primary Concerns

1. Howdoll communicate the individual nature of the characters?

2. How do | connect each hero to all the others?

3. How will the book affect the reader? | want to get the reader fully involved -fn the book.
4. How can I best use the unique characteristics of the book format?

Time Management

Week 1. Research myths and heroes. Identify possible characters for the book.
Week 2: Bring at least 20 thumbnail sketches to the first team meeting. ‘
Week 3:  Bring finalized design/layout for book. Each page must have a final desngn in the form of

thumbnails.
Week 4: Complete half of the pages.

Week 5:  Finish remaining pages and present at the critique.

Commentary

The independent project was both a blessing and a
curse. Given the freedom to do what I chose was lib-
erating, but the burden of what to do with that free-
dom was great. Ultimately, it became one of the best
learning experiences of my freshman year.

I'had decided to pursue illustration as my ma]or,
because of my interest in storytelling. This interest in
stories led me to choose to make a book for my proj-
ect. The next step was to find a story to tell. To Limit
my workload, Ilooked for a story that had already
been told, one that I could reinterpret, as opposed to
writing my own story. At this point, I came across
two books, one of Greek myths, and an alphabet

book illustrated by Norman Rockwell and my mmal ,
S of the book aH came together at about the same time.

concept was born.
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Once the idea was initiated, I set to work re-
searching Greek myths. The idea was to find one
character for each letter of the alphabet. It proved
more difficult than I had first thought. I found about
20 names with no problem, but I soon realized that
several letters in our alphabet did not exist in the-
Greek alphabet. To overcome this hurdle, I took some
liberties on the original problem and did not limit
myself strictly to characters from myths (for example,
Tincluded the White Island for the letter W). Once
the subject of each illustration was chosen, I set about
the task of doing the images and designing the for-
mat of the book.

Doing the illustrations and designing the format




As I was working out the drawings I made several
ey decisions that heavily influenced the outcome of
he project. First, I decided that each picture would
e to be black and white if [ was going to pull this
ole thing off. Second, I knew that they would have
o be relatively small. Through my art history class, I
ained a strong interest in Japanese woodblock prints
and was especially attracted fo their strong composi-
ional sensibility. This became the focus of my atten-
;on while working out the illustrations. Finally, the
lecision to make the illustrations small helped deter-
iine the way ] used text in the book, because it all but
minated the possibility of overlaying text on image.
-1 designed each image in my sketchbook, doing
humbnails and comp sketches of all sizes and
hapes, until I found the image that I felt best repre-
ented the character. For example, Zeus has the
iggest and busiest frame in the book because he is
- the king of the gods, while the image of the White
Island is quite serene because it is a burial ground.
" When I had each individual image worked out, I
“redrew them in order in the pages of my sketch book
*as if they were in the real book. I could now see how
each image would work as a double-page spread, as
well as how well the book could flow visually. With
~ this mockup of the book in front of me it was very
“easy to see obvious mistakes and cotrect them before
going to final art.
I did the final iltustrations in pen and ink, on
iltustration board, and when they were finished, it
~ was time to drop in the text. My first concept for the
- text was to be very minimal; each page would read,
“Ais for,” “B is for,” and so on. However, I soon real-

Jason Chin, A Is for
Apollo (left) and U Is for
Urania (right). Student
© work.

A

1S FOR APOLLO, WHOSE
ARROWS NEVER MISS

ized that making each page rhyme would drastically
increase the reader’s interest in the book. So I wrote a
more extensive text and put the rhyming parts on
opposite pages in order to give the reader one more
incentive to turn the page. '

The final touch for the book was putting the col-
ored pdper down. The decision to do this came when
I went to place the type. The only means I had to get
good type was to print it out on the computer, but I
had no way to print it on the illustration board. So I
had to put it on printer paper and cut and paste it.
No matter how carefully I cut the paper and pasted it
on, it just didn’t look right. I came up with two solu-
tions: one, print the words on colored paper and
paste it on, or two, cut frames of colored paper to

* cover over the entire page except for the image and

the text. I chose the latter and was pleased to dis-
cover that the local art store had a vast selection of
handmade and colored papers.

Today I look back on this project as a pivotal
experience in my art education, because I had free
range to pursue storytelling, something that has since
become an essential aspect of my art. In the profes-
sional world, bookmaking is rarely an individual
process. It is a collaborative process, involving
editors, artists, and writers, so for me to be able to
pursue it on my own was in fact a blessing. I got to
make a book the way that I thought it should be
done, and pursue my own personal vision of what a
Mythological Alphabet should be. By making this
book, I discovered something that I love to do, and
want to make a career of doing, and to me the vision
that I have gained from this experience is invaluable.
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IS FOR URANIA THE MUSE OF
CELESTIAL FORCES IS SHE
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TURN UP THE HEAT
PUSHING YOUR
PROJECT'S POTENTIAL

Some compositions are so bold that they seem to ex-
~ plode off the page. Other compositions have all the
right ingredients but never really take off. By asking
the following questions you can more fully realize
the potential of any assignment. _ .

Basic Arithmetic

1. Should anything be added to
the design? If your composi-
tion lacks energy, consider
adding another layer of infor-
mation or increasing the illu- '
sion of space. Notice how
texture changes the composi-
tion in figures 6.6A and 6.6B.

2. Should anything be subtracted?
If the composition is cluttered,
try discarding 25 percent of the
visual information. Then, use
the remaining shapes more de-

~ liberately (6.7A-B). Get as much
as possible from every visual
element. Economy is a virtue.

——
=

=

[AE1QRARTRDNSASNARRNRNANSNTEI

3. What happens when any com- 8.6A Linear design. B 6.6B Addmg Invented texture.

ponent is multiplied? As shown
in figures 6.8A and 6.8B, repeti-
tion can unify a design, add
rhythm, and increase the illu- ?\
[ —

sion of space. f

//1

4, Can the design be divided into

two or more separate composi- , X /L
tions? When a design is too

complicated, it may become k& -
impossible to resolve. Packing

cﬁ@@

separated into several different

designs, creating a series of i
stronger images. 8.7A Visual clutter. 6.7B Visual clarity.

20 ideas into a single design T\ i WM ;\
can diminish rather than im- ﬂ E
prove communication. In l LN/
figures 6.9A and 6.9B, a com- / = gﬁfé
. . 1 =
plicated source image has been L L
- k / —I;?
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6.8A Basic composition, 6.8B Elaborated composition.

Transformation

Works of art and design present ideas in physical
form: Each composition is strongly influenced by
the materials used, the relationships created, and
the viewing context chosen. Consider the following
alternatives:

~

What happens when the material is changed?
Even when the shapes stay the same, a silver
teapot is very different from a glass, steel, or

6.9A Completed fabyrinth design. 6.9B Divided labyn'nth design.

ceramic teapot. Sculptor Claes Oldenburg has
used transformations in material extensively,
often changing hard, reflective materials into
soft vinyl. This form of transformation is espe-
cially effective when the new material brings
structural qualities and conceptual connota-
tions that challenge our expectations.

What is the relationship of the piece to the
viewer? What is the relationship between the
artwork and its surroundings? What happens
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6.10 Claes Olden

burg and Coosje va

Atkns Museum of Art and the Kansas City Scukptqre_Pafk. Aluminum,
urethane paint, approx. 19 ft 2% in. h. X 16 ft dlareter (5.9 X 4.9 m),
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when a chair is reduced to the size of a salt
shaker? Or when a 20-foot-tall badminton
shuttlecock (6.10) is placed in front ofa
museum? How does any image change,
both visually and conceptually, when size is
dramatically reduced or increased?

Can a change in proportion increase impact?
Working with the same basic information, 2
seemingly endless number of solutions can be
produced through variations in proportion
(6.11). :

Is a physical object compelling from all points
of view? Does the composition of the artwork
encourage the viewer to view it from other
angles?

Will a change in viewing context increase
meaning? The context in which a composition
is seen can dramatically alter its meaning. For
example, a side of beef has a very different
meaning when it is hung in a gallery rather
than staying in a slaughterhouse. Likewise,
pop artists, such as Andy Warhol and Roy
Lichtenstein, brought new meaning to soup
cans and comic books by using them as subject
matter in their paintings.

Developing Critical Thinking

TRE L S PaE

n Bruggen, Shuttlecocks, 19
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fiberglass-reinforced plastic,

6.11 Compositional variations.




Reorganization

Time-based work, such as visual books, comic
‘books, film, and video, is generally constructed
“from multiple images. Changing the organiza-
“tion of the parts of the puzzle can completely
‘alter the meaning of the piece. For example,
:iAngela contemplates entering the building in
he sequence shown in figure 6.12. Using a dif-
ferent organization of the same three images,
Angela now wonders what will happen when
‘she opens the door at the top of the stairs 6.13).
By repeating the image of Angela, we can pre-
ent a dilemma: she is now in a labyrinth —
,Which route should she take (6.14)? '

“8.14

CONCEPT AND
COMPOSITION

Any compositional change affects the
“conceptual impact of an artwork. Henry
‘M. Sayre provides a striking example in
A World of Art.! A distilled version of his
ideas follows.

 Robert Rauschenberg’s Monogram.
(6.15) is constructed from a stuffed goat,
‘an automobile tire, and a painted ply-
~wood base. Seeking to combine painting
‘and sculpture, Rauschenberg created
‘three different versions of this piece. In
the first version (6.16), he placed the goat
- on a shelf that extended from the center
~ of a 6-foot-tall painting. This created a

- the goat but diminished its sculptural  63% X 64%in. (106.7 X 160.7 X 163.8 cm).

connection between the painting and g 45 Ropert Rauschenberg, Monogram, 1985-59. Fregstanding combine, 42 X
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6.16 Robert Rauschenberg, Monogram, 1st State, ¢. 1955.
Combine palnting: oil, paper, fabric, wood on canwas, plus stuffed
Angora goat and three electric light fixtures, approXimately 75 X
46 X 12in. (190,56 X 114.3 X 30.5 cm). No longer in existence.

impact. In the second version, Rauschenberg placed
a tire around the goat’s midsection and moved the
animal in front of the painting (6.17). This enhanced
its three dimensionality but created too much of a
separation between the animal and the painting. He
finally hit on the right combination when he placed
the painting on the floor and positioned the goat in
the center. The painting retained its integrity as a
two-dimensional surface, the goat retained its phys-
ical presence, and a highly unified combination of
the two elements was achieved. The addition of the
tire enhanced the goat's sculptural form and gave
the artwork a humorous twist.
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6.17 Robert Rauschenberg, Monogram, 2nd State, ¢. 1956.
Combine: ofi, paper, fabric, wood, plus rubber tire and,stuffed Angora
goat on wood, 116 X 32 X 44in. (292 X 81.3 X 111.8 cm).

ACCEPTING
RESPONSIBILITY

We have explored only a few of the many ap-
proaches to critical thinking in this chapter. Every
assignment presents new possibilities for critiques,
and each teacher invents his or her own way to
address the needs of a specific class.

Regardless of the specifics, however, two facts
are inescapable. First, you will learn only what you
want to learn. If you reject out-of-hand the alterna-
tives suggested, or if you avoid responsibility for




"yogr conceptual and compositional choices, you
“will gain nothing from the critique, no matter what

trategy is used. Second, there are no free rides.
‘Everyone in the class is responsible for the success
“of the session. It is often difficult to sustain your
f"_e»{fte'ntion or honestly assess your work or the work
‘of others. When you get a superficial response to a

SUMMARY

s Using critical thinking, an artist or a designer
can identify strengths and weaknesses in a
project and determine the improvements that
need to be made.

s Understanding the criteria on which a project
will be judged helps focus critical thinking.

o Many artworks can be analyzed in terms of
three basic aspects: form, subject, and content.

o Objective critiques focus on observable facts.
Subjective critiques focus on feelings, inten-
tions, and implications.

s Four common critique methods are description,
cause and effect, compare and contrast, and
greatest strength/ unrealized potential.

Keyvvords

cause-and-effect critique
compare/contrast critique

content form

critique
descriptive critique

project, insisting on further clarification is not easy.
Every critique demands sincere and sustained at-
tention from each participant. And, when the
responses are supportive and substantial, remark-
able improvements in works of art and design can
be made.

*  Many critique methods may be used when you
are working on a long-term project. In every case,
there are three primary objectives: explore alter-
natives, delete nonessentials, and strengthen
essentials.

o Itis only by pushing a project to the limit that its
potential will be fulfilled. Basic arithmetic, trans-
formation, and reorganization can be used to
increase compositional power.

¢+ Responsibility for the success of a critique rests
with each participant. Come with your mind
open rather than your fists closed.

objective criticism
- subject
subjective criticism
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