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Is Art……… . . .
• A sculpture that you see in a gallery?

• A child’s drawing on a fridge door? 

• A quilt your grandmother made?

• A necklace? 

• The cover of a magazine?



Areas of Art/Design
Craft  
Works of art that serve a decorative or functional purpose

Examples: quilts, baskets, home decorations…

Applied Design  
Works of art that relate to any area of design.  These works of art usually serve 
a functional or consumer purpose.

Examples: graphic design (posters, ads…), animation, architecture, illustrator 
(drawings seen in commercial contexts)

Fine Arts 
Fine art refers to arts that are concerned with a limited number of visual and 
performing art forms. Schools, institutes, and other organizations still use the 
term to indicate a traditional perspective on the art forms, often implying an 
association with classic or academic art.

Examples: paintings, drawings, sculpture, printmaking, mixed media, photography 
(fine art subjects)



Today, the question What is Art? and 
What is an Artist? are not easily 

answered. . .  

• According to William Rubin, director of the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, "there is no single definition of art."  

• The art historian Robert Rosenblum believes that "the idea of defining 
art is so remote [today]" that he doesn't think "anyone would dare to 

do it." 

• Philippe de Montebello, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 
New York, states that there is "no consensus about anything today," and 

the art historian Thomas McEvilley agrees that today "more or 
less anything can be designated as art."



  It is easier to describe it as the way something is done – 

 the use of skill and imagination in the creation of aesthetic 
objects, environments, or experiences that can be shared 
with others (Britannica Online) 

-- rather than what it is. 

“
“

ART lacks a  
satisfactory definition.



The History of Defining Art

• The idea of an object being a "work of art" emerges, together with the 
concept of the Artist, in the 15th and 16th centuries in Italy. 

• During the Renaissance, the word ‘Art’ emerges as a collective term 
encompassing Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture. 

• The grouping was expanded to include Music and Poetry which became 
known in the 18th century as the 'Fine Arts'. 

• These five Arts have formed an exclusive group that has generally 
excluded the 'decorative arts' and 'crafts', such as pottery, weaving, 
metalworking, and furniture making, all of which have utility as an end.



Traditional Hierarchy of 
Art Forms

Fine Arts

Applied Design

Crafts

Painting
Sculpture

Drawing
Printmaking
Photography

Printmaking
Photography
Design (Graphic, 
Industrial, etc...), 

Illustration, 
Architecture,

Animation

Textile Arts
Woodworking

Ceramics
Jewellery Making



• In the Ancient World and Middle Ages the word we would 
translate as 'art' today was applied to any activity governed by rules. 
Painting and sculpture were included among a number of human activities, 
such as shoemaking and weaving, which today we would call crafts.  

• During the Renaissance, there emerged a more exalted perception of 
art, and a rise in the social status of the artist. The painter and the sculptor 
were now seen to be subject to inspiration and their activities equated 
with those of the poet and the musician.  

• In the latter half of the 16th century the first academies of art were 
founded, first in Italy, then in France, and later elsewhere.

Academies took on the task of educating the artist through a course of 
instruction that included such subjects as geometry and anatomy. 

Out of the academies emerged the term "Fine Arts" which held to a very 
narrow definition of what constituted art.  



• By the middle of the 19th century, "modernist" approaches were 
introduced which adopted new subject matter and new painterly values. 

Many 19th century artists rejected, or contradicted, the standards and 
principles of the academies and the Renaissance tradition. 

• By the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th Century, 
artists began to formulate the notion of "Art for Art's Sake”.  
In the early 20th century all traditional notions of the identity of the artist 
and of art were thrown into disarray by Marcel Duchamp and his “Dada” 
associates. 

In ironic mockery of the Renaissance 
tradition which had placed the artist in an 

authoritative position, Duchamp, as an 
artist, declared that anything the artist 

produces is art. 
For the duration of the 20th century, this position has complicated and 

undermined how art is perceived but at the same time it has fostered a broader, 
more inclusive definition of art.  



Postmodernism (late 20th 
century)

Conceptual  
Ideas



Methodologies 
(A fancy word for: How we look at & interpret art with a “critical eye”)

Experiential –How the work (itself) affects the viewer 

Formal –How the work is composed (think elements and principles of art) 

Symbolic –How the symbols used affect the meaning of the work 

Thematic –How the subject matter affects the viewer’s response 

Material –How the materials used affect the meaning of the work 

Contextual –How the culture affects the production of the work



Let’s look at the following 
painting through a “critical lens”:

Edouard Manet. [French Realist/ Impressionist Painter, 
1832-1883] 

“Olympia”. Oil on Canvas, 1863.

Background: 

•  There is a history of painting 
the nude female figure in visual 
arts– up until the 19th century 

“she” was always a goddess 
(mythical)

•  When Manet showed this 
painting in the Salon of Paris in 
1865, it was met with outrage– 
this painting represents a REAL 

woman of his time who is a 
prostitute



Formal
• What elements appear in this work of art? (line, colour, value, shape/form, texture, 

space)

• What principles of art are used in this composition? – how are the elements put 
together? (balance, contrast, emphasis, movement, pattern, rhythm, unity)



Symbolic
• What symbols are there in this work?

Cat: a symbol of 
sexuality, infidelity, 
and prostitution

Orchid in her hair, 
her bracelet, pearl 
earrings and the 

oriental shawl on 
which she lies: 

symbols of wealth 
and sensuality 

Confrontational gaze: a symbol of her sexual dominance/confidence 

African Maid: a 
symbol of 

cultures mixing in 
the 19th century



Cultural
• What are the social/cultural messages behind this work?

• Who/what is being represented in this work?

• What time period was it made in? How does this affect the message?



Cultural “Lenses”
• Marxist (historical/production)

• When was the artwork made (in what period)?

• How does the time period affect its production?

• How does the time period affect the subject matter (what it is about)?

• Post-Colonial (race/culture)

• What cultures, ethnicities or races are depicted in the artwork? And how?

• Are there any racial stereotypes present?

• Feminist (gender/equality)

• How are women or men depicted in the artwork?

• Are there any gender stereotypes present?

• Is the artist male or female?


