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MIX-UP at ArtWorkers: Creativity and
America, at the George A. Spiva Art
Center in Joplin, MO, 2013.

Introduction

The creation of art takes fragments of an existence and pulls them into
a whole. Art is fun. Building and making things is a joy, whether those things
are musical compositions, visual art works, sculptures, poems, conceptual
ideas or something else. Art isn’t neatly defined or categorized.

Art is a reason to go to bed early and stay up late. It is a way to help
kids in the inner city, a way to keep track of life, a way to keep time. Art helps
to teach. It is a connector, a catalyst, a communicator. Art can be anything.
Art can be what we say it is or serve a purpose we need at the time. It is a
technical process or the personification of an abstract thought. It is for the
greater good in all of us.
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Sometime in the summer of 1968, in Billings,
Montana, an easel saved me from seemingly certain
doom as a non-conformist child in a conservative
family. I was six. I had been sitting on the wooden
deck in my parent’s backyard drawing on a pad with
a pencil and ruining my knees, according to my
mother.

My neighbor had seen my efforts and sensed
my need to make art and dropped off an easel for
me. She was from somewhere on the East Coast
and her name was Sarah Helen.

At my art lessons at the local center, I learned
about famous artists. Most had lived in Europe, far
away from my home, although some of them were
still alive and living in New York. Most had been
dead for along time and nearly all of them were men.
As I continued to study art history, I learned about
a few women artists. They had far fewer museum
and gallery shows than their male counterparts and
were nearly non-existent in the art history texts I
was assigned in school. About careers as an artist for
women, the early careers of the Guerilla Girls and
others reminded us of the disproportionate role of
white men of European descent.

The traditional art historical canon has
diminished in influence, but many students of
art are still exposed to this reference point for
artistic progress and validity. In 1971, Linda
Nochlin asked the question: “Why are there no
great women artists?” in an essay of the same
name." Nochlin asserted that from a historical
standpoint it was extraordinarily difficult for even
immensely talented and accomplished women to
achieve true success in a male-dominated pursuit.
Feminist artists answered the question with a
tidal wave of response. They confronted their
most visceral issues, from violence to gay rights,
women’s concerns and issues of the oppressed.
Suzanne Lacy, Judy Chicago, Barbara Kruger and
the Guerrilla Girls are a small part of the army of
women artists who put feminist art on the map
through their hauntingly relevant work. Social
critic and feminist champion Lucy Lippard helped
to further communicate a demand for change in
the established methods of thinking about art and
the views of the artists.” There have always been

artists within all demographic groups. Their work
may not have been written about or recorded, but
the need to create art has always existed.

Feminist artists did a lot of heavy lifting to
advance the cause for the “other” Their work asked
not only “who is an artist?” but as importantly,
confronted the idea that art can be created
anywhere, and that non-traditional art could
hold as much importance as museum art. Perhaps
more importantly, art found a place in the social
fabric of communities.

The idea that all great
disproportionately male is still assumed in many
classrooms today. The majority of the art made
by people not white and male was ignored until
the 1970s, when creative pressures bubbled forth
and permanently changed the demographic of
who could make art. The traditional hierarchy

artists are

of museum exhibition as a career was matched
by a corresponding path of collective and social
engagement. With a parallel history established,
feminist, LGBT, at-risk and other minority groups
changed the face of art history as it moved forward.

Through the womens movement, a new
vantage point emerged. The outlook of “the
other,” meaning anyone not male and white, was
being recorded and considered. The first wave of
feminist art served as a social catalyst, igniting
an alternative and never before exposed dialogue
on the human condition. These artists were not
afraid to deal with issues such as rape, abuse and
failed societal remedies.

M. Anna Fariello states in her essay Making
and Naming: The Lexicon of Studio Craft that
craft is “bound to the hand, to the process of
working, of making” Social practice art can be
viewed in a similar fashion, as it is bound to the
participants. It cannot exist without a symbiotic
partner. Only through actuality is the work
capable of functioning, of making a difference for
the people it serves.’

Shared Visions lays out a theoretical and
conceptual framework for socially interactive arts
actions informed by the writing and work of many:
Lucy Lippard, Joseph Beuys, Nicolas Bourriaud,
Beth Krensky and Seana Lowe Steffan, Suzanne



Lacy, Mary Jane Jacob, Tim Rollins, Suzi Gablik,
John Dewey and others. Our hope is that the ideas
pulled together here will provide a structure to
help initiate and sustain social practice programs
nationally in schools, colleges and universities.

The ability to think creatively is touted by
business, politics and most forms of media. How
do we learn to think creatively? How do you help
someone learn life skills?

These issues clearly raise the question of art’s
value in society: If artists have success in honing
their creative abilities through the study of artistic
practice, can the general public benefit from similar
studies? How can people who have little access to
cultural events, or education in their appreciation,
begin to become familiar with these concepts?

Chameleon Arts and Youth Development
(CAYD) has helped youth in Kansas City’s urban
core struggle with these questions for many years.
We have seen former participants succeed through
college graduation and move into careers. Some
have started families, while others are attending
community colleges.

For many children living in downtown
Kansas City considered beyond risk, money and
confidence are seldom available. Funds are often
in short supply and life situations are complicated
by poverty, in conjunction with drug and gang
culture. In neighborhoods where guns and drugs
destroy safety and security, warm fuzzy feelings
about the future are few and far between. Shared
Visions outlines exercises to build confidence and
self-esteem that CAYD has successfully used for
over 20 years. Not only were beyond-risk children
served but additional participants include: college
students,
homeless advocates and social workers. Through
CAYD arts actions, exhibitions and projects,
thousands of children and everyday folks have been
informed and deeply affected. These programs
and their supporting workshops have also been

K-12 teachers and administrators,

facilitated all over the United States, as well as
China, Guatemala, Ireland, Cuba and Poland.
Many of the clients participating in social
practice art actions are just learning how to apply
creativity to their life. Many have seldom thought

of capturing their lives or feelings through writing
or artwork. The Portrait of Self (POS) archiving
process provides individuals with the means
to keep a history of their experiences through
artistic expression. A journal that portrays their
life experience and records their personality.
Their joys, sorrows and concerns are all reflected.
Some reflect the very harsh realities of their own
lives. The POS process allows them a new way
to evaluate and consider their lives and choices
often leading to new positive behavior patterns.

Creative thinking can become embedded
into the collective personality of a society. Once
people become exposed to alternative methods
of thinking, these tools for life spread themselves
through groups of people. Instead of roaming
the streets wherever, doing whatever, troubled
teens can build skills to help them make positive
choices every day. They can take the creative
knowledge and experience with them and help to
disseminate it to others.

In 1995, critic and author Suzi Gablik wrote
about what she saw as a new concept in art.
The Re-Enchantment of Art claims the work is
significantly different than what many saw as art,
in general. At the time, she was criticized because
some of the work in the book utilized social and
environmental concerns as a media, which was
looked upon with suspicion and doubt.*

Major strides have been made in college
programs over the past several years. Many times,
social practice curriculum has evolved from
printmaking, which is a primarily democratic
media, similar to social arts. Social arts are a form
of work that everyone can participate in and where
everyone can create. There is nolonger the question
of what art can be, or who can be considered an
artist. The application of creative thinking makes
it possible to affect people from a potent place
where they live, where the work becomes relevant
to them. In an age where images are everywhere
and are used continually in advertising and
popular culture, it is not surprising that the age of
image-based art is not as important as it once was.
Although exhibiting work maintains importance
for reflection, the validation of the art is no longer

11
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dependent on a gallery wall. It has become the
people it serves.

Artist Rirkrit Tiravanija has said: “It is not
what you see that is important, but what takes
place between people” The majority of Tiravanija’s
work has been concerned with social interactions,
as opposed to the creation of a formal work of art
exhibited on a wall space. His concentration on
and commitment to the creation of new kinds of
spaces is filled with the possibility of interaction.’
He drew the attention of Nicolas Bourriaud when
he set the stage for people to create their own meal
in the home of a collector. This work has been
duplicated all over the world, in museums and
other galleries, where people have been invited to
cook and eat Thai food at no charge.

Tiravanija has created an 84’ print, Untitled,
2008-2011, using many traditional media: inkjet
printing, silkscreen, lithography and chine collé,
in a shift from conceptualism to object making.
The piece created was so large it sometimes
required the help of up to five assistants, bringing
it back into the realm of collaboration.®

Even though relational aesthetics and
project art have both played key roles in the
arts over the past few decades, they are still
de-emphasized in arts education
areas. Art critics have become accustomed to
socially based media and have seen it as a form
of establishment art for some time’, but many
students of the arts still get limited exposure to
these well-established concepts. The same can
be said of relational antagonism, which presents
an opposing view to relational aesthetics and its
theory. This disconnect appears to be built-in to
an institutionally based learning structure. The
terms used to describe socially interactive art
are used as synonyms by some, and are seen with
specific delineation by others. In this publication,
the use of these terms is context specific.

Digital and social media as art materials
have the potential to take creativity nearly
anywhere, as they are truly changing the world.
Twitter was a major influence in political
movements, like the Arab Spring and Occupy.
Facebook, Pinterest and Tumblr have all become

in many

valuable online marketing and sales tools for
artists. Crowdfunding platforms like Kickstarter
and Indiegogo provide alternative methods of
exposure and financing. Artists frequently create
websites as art projects, often allowing other
online users to contribute if they choose.

Beck released the album Song Reader, in the
form of sheet music only. It consists of 20 songs
that were never released or recorded that are
designed to be played by the audience. Beck has
found a way to disappear into the background by
allowing the audience to directly participate in the
music. Like social practice artists, he has facilitated
the germination of creativity. He has recently said
that he wanted for the audience to “not just re-mix
the songs, but play them like a video game.”®

Artists can be found everywhere in
everyday life. Someone with a garden in their
front yard uses flowers as a medium for artistic
expression. A teacher creates a lesson that engages
and empowers students to act on their ideas and
passions. Neighborhood groups gather for social
events that become works of art on multiple
levels. These artists are sometimes clandestine
that recognizing their work immediately can
be difficult. Some of them have no interest in
drawing, painting or taking pictures. Instead,
the media they use is a combination of social
justice and empowerment. To reach beyond the
stereotypical “art for the people” requires not
only the knowledge that art can help people, but
that it is essential for all of us in the future.
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Opposite page:
Faces of the Homeless, installation at the Willa Gill Resource
Center, Kansas City, Kansas, 2011.

Chapter 1:
Lay of the Land

The artist who is entering into a community must be aware of the
cultural and historical landscape in which they will work. If the aim of the
community arts action is moving toward empowerment, social justice and
equality, a basic understanding of political and economic realities is of
significant value. These concerns are multiplied when the artist is different
from the community by race, faith, class or other demographic measure.

This realization moves the artist beyond creative art theories that
outline or support community art and social practice. Whether they realize it
or not, artists working with marginalized communities must understand and
confront deep social, political, and economic issues that cannot be skipped
over and must be addressed directly. These issues are complex and of immense
importance to sustaining a community (or society) and the role of the artist
in mediating and confronting these issue should not be underestimated.

Here we will only open the doors to several of these issues. In this text
we cannot go into to the depth of investigation needed to understand their
complexity. We can at this stage point them out and be a map to help show the
way toward individual investigation by the reader.

15
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Race and Culture

The community artist often will not be of the
same race, culture, faith, background and economic
class as the community they are engaging. It is
important that the person can go beyond sensitivity
and more deeply understand the viewpoint of the
folks they are working with. Race is a real issue and
a difficult maze to navigate for many, especially
white folks.

When George Zimmerman shot and killed
African-American teen Trayvon Martin, most
folks of color felt that if he had been a white kid in
a hoodie Zimmerman would not have pulled the
trigger. Many felt he would not have even followed
the young man.

After the verdict, an all-white jury expressed
that the case was not about race, but about the
“stand your ground” gun law in Florida, and that
Zimmerman was simply defending himself. He
was out walking around with a gun, following
Martin, which led to the fight that precipitated
the shooting. Folks of color knew better.

Around the age of thirteen, African-
American men are pulled aside by others and told
to be conscious of where they are, where they are
walking and who is in front of and behind them.
They are reminded that racial tension is only one
complaint or sidelong glance away. It is through
this lens that they view the world.

It is now widely accepted that the war on
drugs is actually a war on the poor and/or brown
people, resulting in mass incarceration' facilitated
by a for-profit prison system.” In her book The
New Jim Crow, professor, attorney and activist
Michelle Alexander articulates techniques used
by law enforcement and reinforced by courts over
recent decades, effectively enforcing a permanent
lower caste system.’ Alexander contends that the
label of “felon” follows people who have been
released from prison, making it nearly impossible
for them to get any type of legal job.* Many times,
the terms of their parole depend on them paying
fines and court costs and sometimes even the
entire cost of their incarceration. Their wages

can be garnished up to 100% to repay these fees,
nearly ensuring financial collapse.®

White folks, even with the best of
intentions, will not always see race as a major
issue contributing to the decisions that precede
fairness, economic opportunity, equality and
social justice. White folks often do not see what
they cannot experience. Many of our core social
and economic problems are rooted in class:
fair access to health care, the minimum wage,
affirmative action, quality education or the means
to start a business are all class issues.

Spanish artist Sierra has stated: “I can’t
change anything. There is no possibility that
we can change anything with our work™ Sierra,
noted as a relational antagonist, is interested in the
participation of people in making arts projects, but
stops just shy of where things get interesting, as he
advocates an abbreviated response to potential
and possibility. Arts projects can and do benefit
thousands of our nation’s neediest children.”

In an email to art historian, teacher and
theorist Claire Bishop, artist Thomas Hirschorn
said:

‘I want to work out an alternative

to this lazy, lousy, ‘democratic’ and

demagogic term ‘Participation’. I am

not for ‘Participative-art’, it’s so stupid

because every old painting makes

you more ‘participating’ than today’s

‘Participative-art’, because first of all

real participation is the participation of

thinking! Participation is only another

word for ‘Consumption’l®

Bishops critique of socially engaged art
contends that it leaves little to critical reflection,
and less to visual satisfaction, leaving a questionable
outcome.’ She states that after her lectures, people
sometimes ask her about outcomes: “Even if
one person is saved, does that make an event
worthwhile?” they ask. Bishop’s interpretation of
a visually bereft socially engaged art movement,
overshadowed by professionally produced



visually compelling work, constitute an absence
of appreciation for much of the reason behind
the work. Does assuming that art has a limited
function in society burden it unnecessarily?

For facilitators working with at-risk teenagers
in detention or
“participative-art” is utilized as a means to reduce
violence for inner city kids with behavioral issues,
the reasoning goes in the opposite direction. About
arts programs involving incarcerated and homeless
kids, Chameleon Arts and Youth Development’s
Executive Director Hugh Merrill says:

“We have had great success in helping the

kids achieve calmer moods. The program

has also helped their concentration and

self-esteem issues. These kids come

from some rough backgrounds, many

of their parents are or have been in jail

or prison, and many of their friends

and family are addicted to drugs. Since

they don’t have positive role models, it is

difficult for them to visualize a different

life for themselves. Our projects help

them to think outside this world and to

begin the precursors of societal learning.

Our programs increase both their

understanding of concepts and their

grades and evaluations at school”"’

There is a fundamental problem with socially
engaged art. Collectors aren’t usually interested.
Some generous donors and foundations are involved
in funding the work, if it has been exhibited and can
demonstrate documented positive outcomes. Some
types of participatory public art projects have done
better in the traditional art market, but community
based work is not usually an economic engine.

community centers, where

Chameleon Arts and Youth Development
works with children in Kansas City’s urban core,
many of whom are considered beyond-risk." These
children represent collateral damage in a heavily
armed society. Many have family members who
have been the victims of gun violence and some
have been injured themselves. Specific programs

have been developed by Chameleon artists to help
these children begin the healing process. The
programs have received high marks from social
workers and educators that work at schools or
community centers. Chameleon has proven that
arts programs help to teach life-skills and raise
self-esteem in even these neighborhoods. Some
participants have gone to school at community
colleges or universities, and a few have had the
opportunity to attend elite schools like Duke
University or the Kansas City Art Institute.

17
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Kids and Guns, Kansas City Art Institute
community arts and service learning class
collaborative piece, 2010.

Children of the Gun

It’s always the kids who pay the price.
- Myra Morgan'

Kansas City’s ZIP code 64130 isa community
8 square miles in size that is so immersed in gun
violence that it is called the murder factory.” It is
within a few blocks of Chameleon Art’s offices.
In 2009, Kansas City Star journalist Tony Rizzo
sent questionnaires to the 101 people from 64130
incarcerated for involuntary manslaughter, or
murder in the state of Missouri. Also included
were responses from 270 other people from
around the state convicted of the same crimes.
Here is a sampling of their responses:

e 2/3 possessed firearms as teenagers.

o Many stated they had observed few
examples of legitimate success.

o They said the area itself offered few
alternatives.

e A cultural mentality requiring street
violence as a knee-jerk response.

« Easy access to drugs and guns."

While not as dangerous as 64130, other areas
of downtown Kansas City have high arrest and
incarceration rates disproportionately affecting
the African-American community. Nearly every
day there is a local news story of a shooting.
Many times young children, including infants,
are among the victims.

By ensuring a free flow of firearms through
the US marketplace, another assurance is made: all
citizens do not have the right to a safe world. The
right to not be shot at does not exist in the US. In
the shadow of 64130, kids need positive interactions
and access to cultural activities. Many times, the
positive results can be calculated and documented.”

We must remember that to enter the
discussion for economic and social equity, we
pass through the gateway of race, and are forced
to acknowledge what the differences in class
really mean. People of color make up 60% of the
prison population.'® People who exit the prison
system with a felony on their record are not ever
allowed to vote in many states. If their families
or friends live in public housing, they risk being
evicted by allowing them to visit."”

Racial discrimination is not an abstract
concept, it is an underlying reality that can only
be overcome by acknowledging its presence. The
Civil Rights movement is not a period in history,
but is instead an ongoing struggle. As long as
there is class struggle, the politics of division,
blame and hatred will attempt to drive a wedge
between the haves and the have-nots. In short:
the fight for equality lasts forever.



The Power of Capitalism

We live in a corporate capitalist economy
system, where those in power have access to the
political system to have regulations and laws
passed to benefit their ability to increase profits
and increase their ability to control and benefit
from the system. So we see that corporations are
people, and that elections are being bought by the
rich and powerful. A system has been created that
is dependent on the weakest in society remaining

Placemaking and Gentrification

Placemaking is about buildings and spaces
first and the people that use, live or enter into the
spaces are secondary concerns.'®

Placemaking uses multi-faceted approaches
to planning, design and management of public
spaces, most often leading to gentrification, the
taking over of a community by and for outsiders
based on their potential wealth. The folks who
lived in the area are forced out due to increased
rents, property taxes and the erosion of their
community culture. Race and class are often a
major factor with people of color and modest
income becoming displaced and replaced by
a white urban professional demographic. At
its worst, this process leads to exclusion and
polarization of the original community.

Artists are often among the first to move in
and re-develop marginal urban neighborhoods.
In the first stage of development, the local
community’s assets, inspiration, and potential are
included in the revitalization which comes from
the grass roots up. This philosophy is known as
placemaking, which moves on to gentrification.
This is a tried and true method of generating
interest in marginal neighborhoods by developers.
As the area exhibits more economic opportunity,
the local community is forced out and developers
and politicians take over and accelerate the
process of gentrification. The goal of revitalizing
the community by creating spaces that promote

ignorant in an attempt to deny them their right to
vote. This is a difficult reality to change.

A single community arts project of course
will not change this, but recognition of the power
imbalance will help to direct our voices and
efforts to challenge the inequity of the system.
Fighting intelligently and with commitment
through artistic creative action is a meaningful
and significant response.

health, happiness, and well-being are often lost in
the developer’s search for profits.

A well-known business model for real-estate
agents, this has happened from Brooklyn Heights,
New York, to Watergate and Foggy Bottom in
Washington, D.C., and most large American cities.

A journal on the subject Places: Forum of
Design for the Public Realm, is about the design
of places, the experiences they make possible and
the consequences they have in our lives.

Neoliberal capitalism has reinforced a
market-based response to most real estate in
cities all over the globe. The wide acceptance of
the role of artists in placemaking as a precursor
to gentrification illuminates this contemporary
reality of adopting, renting, or purchasing
work, studio or gallery spaces. Where many of
these spaces can bring success for artists and/or
gallerists, there remains a significant number of
creative people whose efforts turn into profit for
real estate companies, as opposed to providing a
long term solution to needed retail or work space.

In the early 1990s, a group of artists in
Kansas City, Missouri, answered a series of
newspaper ads for “artist space” These ads
featured wording like “full design freedom,” and
“unlimited design possibilities” When the group
looked at the properties, they found a number
of problems, including: no access to plumbing,
no heat or missing windows or no access to
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electricity. One of the leasing managers was
open to artists providing their own bathrooms,
but it was later revealed that no water lines were
functional in the space. Other spaces were more
reasonably priced, but many still did not have on-
site bathrooms, requiring a three block bolt to the
nearest sympathetic retailer.

In the early 2000s, a gallery in a Midwestern
city moved to a more popular part of town, in the
hope of generating more foot traffic and sales. The
gallery owner expressed some dissatisfaction in the
functionality of the space. The owner/developer
offered to renovate the space specifically for
them at a substantially increased cost. The gallery
owner agreed, focusing on a desire to build up a
success story and participate in a thriving artistic
community.

Within 2 years, the gallerists ran out of money
to pay the rent, but the building owner had an
improved space to rent to others chasing their
own dreams. Since the developer contracted the
work himself, he didnt have to worry about
outstanding unpaid debt to someone else.

The entire arrangement was designed to sell
the gallery owners the idea of a successful personal/
professional labor of love and, as importantly,
to upsell them an expensive construction loan.
Financial products, such as payday loans or car title
loans, are often marketed to people with little or
no understanding of the industry that offers them,
or why they are being sold to begin with. This is

evidenced by a high default rate on repayment
of these loan products. Many times people who
use these services are desperate financially or are
reacting emotionally to the prospect of receiving
money. These same techniques are successfully
applied by developers and real estate companies to
the lease, sales or rehabilitation of spaces that are
marketed to artists.

A solid deal for the developer turned out
to be a sour deal for the gallery tenant, who
overestimated the ability of the business to pay an
increased rent on the property. It was not a solid
enough idea to generate the amount of capital
needed for a commercially successful venue. A
challenging retail climate and a soft economy
contributed to the failure of the idea.

Fortunately for developers, there is a never
ending number of artists, performers, gallerists
and other creative types willing to take a financial
risk following their dreams, which ultimately
improves the property, and corporate profits
and margins. While owning your own business
can give unlimited income and possibilities, it is
not always so. Overextension on retail, theme
park or studio space is one of the main reasons
newly minted artists or creative businesses fail.
The presumed displacement of artists, gallerists
or other exhibition spaces is an accepted and
desired role of the market run economy involving
the spaces of neoliberalism."

What is the role of community engaged art in social conscience?

In 1968, Institutional Act No. 5, also known
as A1-5, was passed in Brazil. It suspended political
and civil rights. This change resulted in self-
censorship on the part of artists, but it also caused
artists to communicate through the passage of
messages, almost as a form of alternative language.”

Chinese artist Ai Weiwei has been jailed, his
money and studio seized, by Chinese authorities
because of the strong opinions voiced in his
work. He states that almost all of the questions
asked by interrogators had to do with his political

activism.?! The Gao Brothers, also from China,
send out tweets letting people know where their
openings are, to avoid police contact.” It is easy
to proclaim that art has no impact on political
events, as it cannot stop a war or free people who
are oppressed, yet it is often the free thinkers:
artists, musicians and poets that are the first to be
silenced when an oppressive regime takes power.

Walter Gropius® Bauhaus represents an
extreme example of the progression of a regime
upon artistic vision. Only in existence from



1919 to 1933, in three German cities, Bauhaus
was founded upon a belief in the power of
involvement and a merging of artistic discipline
with workers, while producing a wide array of
consumer products. Forced out by the Nazis, the
artists that taught at the Bauhaus moved to elite
schools in the United States. Some even formed
their own institutions.”

Could the Bauhaus have prevented the
coming Holocaust? No. But neither
political action or even military action. Syria is
a case where the institutional and governmental
powers cannot bring an end to a bloody conflict.
Why burden art with the assumption that it is
useless in confronting serious and intractable
human and political problems when these centers
of power are impotent?

could

Looking Forward

The future will not look like today. There
are vast pressures across the globe to evolve and
change the present economic system. More than
3 billion new people will move into urban areas
by 2050. There are no real plans for this influx of
folks, so the growth of cities will not have a master
plan, but will be made possible by community
development. The map we see today will not be
the same by 2050, new countries and areas now
seeking independence will shape a reversal of the
age of vast national states, such as the past USSR.
The world map will continue to break into smaller
and smaller regions. The banking system, based
on speculation and a constant bubble economy,
will be challenged and changed. There will be
winners and losers. The environment, due to
global warming, will alter coast lines and climatic
conditions leading to unintended consequences.

It is very likely the art that is now held
as important, collected by the ultra-rich and
nurtured within in a realm of sarcasm and irony,
will be a footnote in culture as new artists engage
environmental and human issues. The novelty of the
new has faded, and the era of art “isms” (Surrealism,
Abstract Expressionism, etc.) has long since passed.

The song We Shall Overcome provided a
weapon and ethos for the civil rights movement.
George Grosz's Ecce Homo drawings expose a
degrading society on the verge of Nazism. Grosz’s
drawings did not prevent Hitler from coming
to power but did provide a form of resistance,
by establishing a point of view that passionately
contrasted the prevailing wave of acceptance
and support for Nazism. Those who make art or
facilitate arts actions that engage community and
are aimed at social change and justice should not
so easily be dismissed but critics that hide behind
the convenience that art cannot change society.
In reality, art is like water dripping continuously
on a rock, altering its form significantly. Art does
change our society and view of the world we live
in, and that is more than enough.

Art schools are trying to understand this
evolution by starting social practice programs.
This change in direction is not yet fully realized.
We will see artists continue to be an elite class of
makers of culture for the benefit and entertainment
of the ultra wealthy well into the future.

Change comes slowly, but that change is well
under way, and the momentum is on the side of the
humanitarian artist working with and for people,
for all.
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Liberty: Post-It note responses, at
ArtWorkers: Creativity and America,
at the George A. Spiva Art Center
Joplin, Missouri, 2013.

Chapter 2:
Thoughts and Experiences in Social Arts Practice

Since thelate 1980s, fine art, printmaking and community arts professor
Hugh Merrill has worked with children in Kansas City’s urban core. Through
his personal and professional explorations, he developed this definition:

“Community art is a process and a tool. This process has long-
lasting effects, providing methods for evolving personal, political
and social changes.”
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Community art has traditionally attracted
artists who have a passion for social justice and
change, and who are deeply rooted in the need
to make art function in society. They frequently
collaborate with people who are disadvantaged
or whose cultures are ignored by the mainstream.
They see art as an active force in society, not
something defined by the development of the
individual studio narrative leading to the creation
of an aesthetic object. Many artists who work with
diverse populations are self-taught to some degree.
Working outside the academic and gallery culture,
community artists pursue collaborative alternatives
and create a wave of actions that has redefined art-
making in the 21st century. Community artists tend
to see art as an essentially democratic medium,
available to everyone who is interested, instead of
limited to traditional art audiences. These artists
have discovered processes that allow and encourage
impact and change in a society.

Over the past forty years, few colleges and
universities offered social practice programs. Now,

social practice art programs rooted in the efforts
of these pioneering artists, are blossoming in
colleges and universities across the country. Today’s
students are entering arts programs and universities
with a heightened sense of societal responsibility
and with an increased expectation of socially based
experiences. These curricula and programs will be
a major part of their education as they create a place
for themselves in today’s society and economy.
Many projects
fundamental shift in thinking. In 2011, a top New
York gallery artist, Eric Fischl, became deeply
involved in social artistic practice by creating
America: Now and Here, a creative dialogue about

have underscored this

America that mixed nationally known icons of
contemporary art with the work of local artists.
The concept focused on including non-arts
audiences in the conversation by respecting their
responses and providing them with collaborative
creative voices. Cindy Sherman, Chuck Close, Jeft
Koons and Tom Friedman are only a few from the
long list of contributing artists.

Artworkers: Creativity and America

The Statue of Liberty in New York had a
rough time in 2013. Hit by Superstorm Sandy;,
the monument re-opened July 4th, after millions
of dollars were spent on repairing it. Originally a
gift from the French, the figure referred to as Lady
Liberty is actually named Liberty Enlightening the
World. 2013 is the 127th anniversary of the statue.?

The idea of Liberty depicted as a woman,
leading the populace on the path to expanded
thinking, has been around for a while. One of
the best historical examples is Eugene Delacroix’s
Liberty Leading the People, which was painted in
1830, in response to the French revolution. The
heroine of Delacroix’s piece leads a group of people
through a shadowy frame toward enlightenment.?

Designed by Frederic Auguste Bartholdi, a
French artist and sculptor, the Statue of Liberty
was a collaborative effort between a man with an
idea, an artist, two architects, three engineers,
a publisher, many fundraisers, lawyers, and

financial contributors from both France and the
United States. One of the architects/engineers,
Gustave Eieffel, was Bartholdi’s teacher, as well as
the designer of the Eiffel tower in Paris.* When
funds for the statue ran out, publisher Joseph
Pulitzer ran an appeal to raise money from the
United States public, which was enthusiastically
answered. In a powerful testimonial to the power
of the people, sufficient funds were raised to
continue the project through installation. In 1885,
Pulitzer wrote this about the statue:

“... It is not a gift from the millionaires

of France to the millionaires of America,

but a gift of the whole people of France

to the whole people of America.”

Like many sections of the ArtWorkers:
Creativity and America exhibition, the statue and
the immense coordination required to secure its
installation serve as a reminder of the importance
of imparting knowledge. This exchange of learning



and making helps art move beyond traditional
friends and supporters.

The exhibition, conceived by Hugh Merrill
and presented at the George A. Spiva Center for
the Arts in Joplin, Missouri, in the summer of
2013, posed questions reflecting on our country’s
past and present, while mirroring the mindset
of a recovering Midwestern tornado town.
An EF5 tornado hit Joplin in 2011, devastating
the landscape and Kkilling 161 people. Another
tornado in Moore, OK resulted in far fewer
deaths, even though the tornado itself was much
larger. Driving through certain parts of Joplin
reveal a seemingly disproportionate number of
brand-new brand-name stores and restaurants.

The tornado zone reflects an eerie nostalgia,
reminiscent of the photography of Walker Evans
or William Christenberry. Some of the half-
remaining trees have objects trapped in broken
branches that remain at the 2-year-anniversary
of the event.
the landscape asks “what if?” The trees suggest
thoughts on the environment, where we are now,
and the knowledge that situations that seem to be

A sober and reflective energy,

Hugh Merrill, Statue of Liberty, digital print
from etching, 2014.

stable are instead, volatile.

Merrill has been interested in public
participation since the 1980s, when he began
promoting and exhibiting community-based work.
Working with French conceptual artist Christian
Boltanski in 1998, Merrill planned an exhibition
at a restaurant in New York City, which later
appeared at the Kemper Museum of Contemporary
Art in Kansas City, MO. At the time, both artists
were interested in different aspects of the general
public. Boltanski was interested in people who
had disappeared, and Merrill was investigating
marginalized and displaced populations that were
many times invisible to the rest of society. Through
the ArtWorkers exhibition, Merrill's idea to give
everyone in a region a voice has come full circle. One
of the goals of the exhibition was to engage with a
traditionally conservative community, encouraging
a dialogue on the subject of America through
prompts referencing icons and monuments.

Conceptually, the art produced by local
artists and gallery attendees for the show ranged
from one side to another: political and propaganda,
history, nostalgia, environmental concerns, cross-
dressing, human hybrids, youth and age, liberation,
and re-purposed pianos represent a few of the
elements involved. Events were well supported
by dialogue through public events, workshops,
musical performances and other activities.

The exhibition focused on portraits of
many types. Everyone was welcome to have their
photo taken in the MIX UP: American Diversity
section of the exhibit. Prints of many faces were
separated into three strips: eyes, nose and mouth.
People held up these elements to their own faces
and got an immediate makeover. All attendees
were invited to have their picture taken with
Merrill’s vision of Lady Liberty, a large printed
banner featuring the Statue of Liberty against an
intense pink sky. Responses written on post-it
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Hugh Merrill, Birds of America, digital print,
at ArtWorkers: Creativity and America, at the
George A. Spiva Center for the Arts in Joplin,
Missouri, 2013.

notes answer the question: “what do you want to
be liberated from?” The answers varied:
« Religious or political references
 Everyday concerns
o Personal anxiety
o Perceived truths
 Global and environmental
 Family life
o Finances
Folks wanted liberation from: fracking,
war, Obama, Obamacare, intolerancia, garbage,
taxes, over-eating, fast food, Mizzou, time, idiots,
gay bashing, pain of loss, sadness, inability to
deal with anger and binge eating disorders.
Others expressed the desire to be free of things
such as depression, anxiety, the word “can’t,” debt,
government, rain, the cops, guns, old age, school
and school loans.
Historically,aninterestinenvironmentalism
began on an organized level in the early 1960s,
but actually started thousands of years ago. As
early as 6000 BCE deforestation resulted in the
collapse of community in southern Israel.” In
1853, gold rush speculators downed a 300 foot tall,
1,244-year-old Sequoia tree in Calaveras County,
California. When it was exhibited, a media and
public outcry ensued. This was a watershed event
that founded the conservation movement.®
Hugh Merrill has incorporated environmental
concerns in his work from the time he was a student.
Born in 1949, Merrill was thirteen when Rachel
Carson released her book Silent Spring in 1962.
An early reader of the work, he was interested in
the ideas of damaged natural ecosystems and their
effect on living birds, animals, and people. Merrill’s
Birds series, consisting of ten mixed media pieces,
is an ongoing commentary utilizing images from
John James Audubon’s Birds of America series. Like
Audubon, Merrill concentrates on meticulous studio
practice, a mastery of media and materials, and a
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passionate belief in stewardship and observation.

Although environmentalism started with an
emphasis on public health, it is now a much larger
issue. Although we have clean air and water for
our own personal use, we remain divorced from
the majority of the pollution present outside of the
spaces we live and work in. We now have to grapple
with the task of the health of our earth, as well as
our own. Merrill is concerned with environment
as a spatial concept, as well as a physical and
emotional plane.

Through an ongoing interest in current
events, politics, and social justice, Merrill has been
driven to seek conversation about the history of
our country, as well as an open discussion of how
other people feel about it.

At the opening reception, all age groups
were represented. To delight,
Darth Vader and his storm troopers posed for
photographs as they walked through the crowd.
Thousands of people, artists and non-artists,

the crowd’s



combined to create a contemporary portrait
of Joplin, two years after our nation’s seventh
deadliest tornado.’ It is not surprising that the art
speaks of darkness and anger as well as a quiet
but determined optimism. More importantly, the
viewpoints expressed are genuine, and not the
visions of the artist or curator. Over the seven
weeks that ArtWorkers continued, Merrill held
workshops every Saturday, so the exhibition got
larger as more people added their thoughts.
Engaging a rural, right-wing community in

The Fundred Dollar Bill Project

Social practice projects can prove effective
for engaging participants in social, political
and economic themes. International artist Mel
Chin’s Fundred Dollar Bill Project works to make
three-million Americans into artists by having
them draw their own 100-dollar bills. These
individually crafted pieces serve to raise creative
capital for neighborhood cleanup in the city
of New Orleans, Louisiana, a region infamous
for high levels of pollution. Cleanup costs are
estimated at about 300 million dollars.

Chin took his show on the road in 2010,

Mel Chin, Fundred Dollar Bill Project,
2010. Photo: Emmett Merrill.

artistic expression and exhibition creates a number
of challenges. Many people who live in the region
are suspect of contemporary art in general, but
others warmed quickly to the idea of a public voice.

The exhibition received a National Endowment
for the Arts grant, as well as support from the Missouri
Arts Council. Local businesses and individuals also
contributed financially and through personal effort.
The work is the largest event to date at the Spiva
Center.

stopping in art galleries and schools to recruit
support for his project. Both his effervescent
personality and his transportation, a bio-diesel
powered armored car, drew lots of attention and
fans along the journey. Upon the completion of 3
million works of art, Chin will present the pieces
on the steps of the US Congress, in an attempt
to convince them to exchange real money for the
Fundreds."® Although the prospects for actually
receiving cash are limited, Fundreds draws
attention to the environment and the economy
through the lens of creativity.
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This project is in support of Chin’s Paydirt
event, which uses hyper-accumulating plants
to pull pollutants out of soil. The project started
with a small patch of land in Minnesota planted in
conjunction with the Walker Art Center. Chin says
the main impetus for the project is the children
affected by the pollution “It’s a visceral problem,”
he says. “It’s in their bones, and in their brains"!

Both of these ambitious national projects
follow the criterion for community-based art
by placing the action and the outcome above
aesthetic result. This criterion was developed by
artists re-evaluating traditional studio practice
and taking creativity and opinions out into the
streets, beginning in the early 1980s. For these
artists, art is not a search for absolute truth but is
the ignition for community redefinition, protest,
discussion, and the experience of creativity in
everyday life through social practice.

First coined in 1996 by French art critic
Nicolas Bourriaud, the term relational aesthetics
stems from European creative practices related to
the whole of human society immersed in social
context.”” The writings of American philosopher
and educator John Dewey informed Bourriaud’s
work,” as Dewey also believed in experience-
based learning and that learned experience
provided empowerment, which allowed people
to reach their societal potential.* Dewey was
best known for his work to advance the fields of
education and philosophy. Through his awareness
of the differences in people, and how these
differences change individual’s ways of learning,
Dewey came to believe in the prospect of personal
growth through experience, education, and art.””
Bourriaud expanded upon these ideas and brought
them into a context relevant to contemporary art.

Bourriaud further discusses social interactions
by referring to them as distraction: “Artistic activity is
a game, whose forms, patterns, and functions develop
and evolve according to periods of social contexts; it
is not an immutable essence.”'®

Since the 1970s, art has been moving from
the white walls of the museum to a place within the
daily lives of diverse populations.Social practice
grew out of the feminist art movement, social

and conceptual sculpture, relational aesthetics,
performance art happenings, Surrealism, Dada,
project art and French post-modern philosophers
Guattari and Deleuze.

What was once considered less than
aesthetically pertinent has grown into a major
consideration for artists, art schools, universities,
and museum exhibitions. It has been a slow climb
from “doing something good” to theoretical
consideration leading to acceptance. The ascent
toward relevancy was often hindered by narrow
conceptions of what artis and who can be considered
an artist. White males were disproportionately
represented in both museums and galleries, while
women, community members, minorities, LGBT
and other artists began to write their own histories
outside of the established art world.

In 1991, Mary Jane Jacob presented Places
with a Past: New Site-Specific Art at the annual
Spoleto Festival in Charleston, South Carolina.
Thisworld-classarts festival features contemporary
fine art, music, theatre, and dance, as well as related
performances and shows of various types. In the
opening essay of the accompanying publication
for the project, Jacob speaks of a new category
of contemporary art called projects, which she
sees as an effective move away from traditional
gallery spaces.'” Alternative settings add interest
and character to the work. Site-specific sculptures
were created by well-known artists at the time and
produced with direct input from the community
of in existing structures throughout the city.'®

Each artist worked with a specific space to
create a work impossible to re-create anywhere else.
The works reflected both the vision of contemporary
artists and the local flavor of the town. Directly
related to relational aesthetics, this form of art
addressed the rift between the artist and everyman
and is a foundational source for social practice.



Chapter 3:
Criterion for Community Art: Underlying Construct

Nicolas Bourriaud has said:

“Art was invented to prepare and announce a future world; today,
it is modeling possible universes . . . This ‘chance’ can be summed up
in just a few words: learning to inhabit the world in a better way,
instead of trying to construct it based on a pre-conceived idea of

historical evolution.™

Social creative practice is concerned with experimental actions calling
for interaction with viewers. The educational and studio activities are produced
in collaboration with social, political and cultural discourse. These aspects
are valued more than a purely aesthetic and visual experience. Relational arts
actions are implicitly democratic structures, concentrating on participation and
relevance to everyday life. Many times, the audiences for community works
may not recognize themselves as artists, or the works themselves as art.
Instead, they see the experiences as something else entirely, a coincidence
or non-typical afternoon’s activities.?
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Artist Harrell Fletcher responds to the
question “How did you perceive the ‘normal
course’ while you were in school?” by saying:

“Its so concentrated in graduate

school; you see all of these people going

into their studios, spending hours and

hours making objects or paintings.

And it’s supposed to be about isolating
Maybe they have a
wall of inspirational clippings from
magazines, but thats the extent of
their interaction with the world.”

themselves.

Even art produced in an individuals
studio, seemingly for the artist’s self-expressive
impulses, is ultimately a collective action. The
art object is only completed when viewed by
the eyes of the audience and validated as art by
the art establishment and larger society. The
actual meaning is forever derived from a bond to
temporal perceptions and cultural influences. In
this way, everything is new as viewed through the
eyes, memory and values of each individual.

Artists in western society are expected to
be insightful individuals with special abilities
to help discover, challenge and expand our
understanding of meaning, beauty and society.
Social practice sidesteps this definition of an artist
and shifts attention away from the individual to
help us see potential creativity in others. Social
artistic process places the artist in a new position,
toggling between artistic vision, community
organizing, public relations and anonymity. The
artist goes beyond the architecture of the private
studio space to form a shared creative space with
available resources working toward a combined
positive outcome.

The artist becomes something like a tribal
shaman, speaking for and with the community
as part of a ritual that helps to cement family,
belief, faith and the other values. As pointed out
in the mystical science of Kabbalah, all human
acts, no matter how altruistic, are to a significant
degree egotistical. Lucy Lippard says that “art as
ritual reflects a nostalgia for times when art had
significance in daily life”*

Historically, ritual has played an important

role in religious and social interactions. Animal
symbolism and self-identification is present in
numerous civilizations, from pre-Columbian
Mesoamerica to the plains tribes of North
America, a belief in the energy and vitality of
local animal personalities permeates art, history;,
and legend.

This could involve an individual dancer
dressed in the mask of a deer, and embodying
the spirit of the animal. The perceived self has the
opportunity to disappear in the act of the ritual.

The artist in contemporary society has little
chance to leave the self and ego behind, but they
can come to balance the relationship between
what is done for the self, and what is done for
others. Giving one’s time and effort to help other
people provides more benefit for an individual on
aspiritual and egotistical level than does receiving.
Socially based art is not simplistic or egoless. The
artist is giving to others using multiple levels of
intellect, creative action, organizing and politics.
While artists are providing knowledge and
energy, they are also receiving in-kind knowledge
and energy.

Artists Joseph Beuys, Amelia Mesa-Bains,
Felix Gonzalez-Torres and David Hammons point
out that pragmatism, materialism, superficiality
and combativeness are all hallmarks of our
dominant Anglo culture. These artists believe that
art provides a revitalizing process for individuals
and society. They reject the commercial, ego
and celebrity-based aesthetics of mainstream art
production and seek to reinvent art making based
on like-minded values, actions and social justice.

Building on these perceptions, community
work can be defined as a force that compels
personal and social transformation through a
combination of rituals and symbols that inspire
emotional connections with shared experience.
Art and artistic social practice are intertwined
with ritual and audience engagement. Artists are
social sculptors, using their expertise in theatrical
and visual language to lead and facilitate
expression,
results of many of these actions are not aesthetic
in a traditional sense. Instead, they create a new

celebration and discourse. The



method for people to see, experience and take
action regarding their own culture that contrasts
with mainstream definitions.

Suzanne Lacy, in her book Mapping the
Terrain: New Genre Public Art, states:

“For the past three decades visual

artists of varying backgrounds and

perspectives have been working in a

manner that resembles political and

social activity but is distinguished by

its aesthetic sensibility. Dealing with

some of the most profound issues of

our time -- toxic waste, race relations,

homelessness, aging, gang warfare and

cultural identity -- a group of visual
artists has developed distinct models

for an art whose public strategies of

engagement are an important part of its

aesthetic language. The source of these
artworks’ structure is not exclusively
visual or political information, but
rather an internal necessity perceived

by the artist in collaboration with his

or her audience.”

As arts programs in public schools are
reduced or cut, the need for the arts does not
diminish but increases. All children have the
potential to benefit from arts processes that are
proven to help them understand their lives and
choices that they make by underscoring positive
effects. Lacy frequently references violence or
societal bloodletting to emphasize the healing
effects of increasing one’s self-awareness.®

In reflecting on the traditional art audience,
David Hammons says:

“The art audience is the worst audience

in the world. It’s overly educated, it’s

conservative, it’s out to criticize, not to

understand, and it never has any fun.

Why should I spend my time playing to

that audience? The street audience is

much more human, and their opinion

is from the heart.”

Hammons’ rise out of marginalized society
to prominence in the mainstream art world is a
testament to his commitment to social justice.

From politically incorrect to unpopular, his work
runs the gamut of scathing criticisms of our
hierarchical reality. Hammons” work is immersed
with the ritualistic power of everyday objects
such as gardening spades, bottles of cheap wine
and other references to a capitalistic struggle for
power over society through objectification.

Higher Goals (1986) was a statement
about perception and ambition. In many low-
income communities, sports are seen as a way
to get out of a less-than-ideal life situation. By
placing basketball goals on top of telephone
poles, Hammons created a striking contrast of
the perception of these objects. He wanted the
audience to consider that goals are related to
sports, but this is not their only function. Self-
esteem, self-awareness and the ability to move
forward in one’s own life are also directly related
to setting personal goals.®

German conceptual artist Joseph Beuys
came of age in WWII Germany. He fought in the
war and afterward directly benefited from the
healing qualities of art. Beuys believed everyone
was an artist, and he was an influential member of
the Fluxus group, which was formed in opposition
to Abstract Expressionism. Beuys and his fellow
artists successfully re-invented the avant-garde
after the war was over. Beuys specifically was
intensely focused on everyday items, and the
non-traditional symbolic and metaphorical use
of materials, including animals.’

He once said: “Only art is capable of
dismantling the repressive effects of a senile
social system that continues to totter along
the death line” He felt that art represents a
heightening of humanitarian culture, which he
saw as directly linked to social commentary and
political activism. Beuys was a founding member
of Germany’s Green Party."

Felix Gonzales-Torres was a Cuban born
artist whose work parallels Bourriaud and Rirkrit
Tiravanija, an artist also known for his efforts in
the field of relational aesthetics. Torres was more
interested in the abstraction of space and the
application of everyday life to exhibitions. Torres
passed away in 1996, but his work continues to be
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exhibited all over the world. His connection with
relational aesthetics and the ability to slice and
dice forms as well as see their parallel relationships
underscores the importance of his work.

The work of Dr. Eric Avery is an example of
the results Gonzales-Torres and Beuys demand.
Avery is an interesting character, as he is both
a medical doctor and a visual artist, frequently
using the medium of printmaking. In 1995,
Avery silk-screened wallpaper with images from
condom packages to demonstrate how to put a
condom on a penis."

The project was produced in conjunction
with Houston’s Contemporary Art Museum’s
Wallpaper Works. Museum staff installed the
wallpaperin coffee shopsand nightclubbathrooms
frequented by the local LGBT community. The
artwork was meant to both remind and inform
people about AIDS. The goal of the work was to
encourage changing established bad habits that
would lead to contagion and death. In February
1996 at Brasil, one of the installation sites, a
mother and her 10-year-old daughter were using
the bathroom. The mother was shocked to see the
directions, displayed with images of a condom
and an erect penis. She made a complaint to the
authorities, and the project made the regional
news. When asked about the project, Avery stated
he did not mean for the project to offend anyone,
and he felt it was important to educate people
about how both male and female condoms can be
used to stop the spread of disease."

Rick Lowe is the founder of Project
Row Houses, a non-profit arts and cultural
organization that works to help people foster
creativity within their own spaces in Houston,
Texas. Lowe has helped these neighborhoods go
from dangerous and filled with crime and drugs,
to beautiful places that support self-esteem and
economic stability."

Like many artists, Lowe was originally
inspired by local children from the neighborhood
who expressed an interest in a related but different
project, inspiring him to move outside his comfort
zone in the studio and into the area that would
become Project Row Houses. He is interested in

both the people as well as the history of the area.
By making a commitment to a specific space, he
is able to create meaningful, life-changing work
outside the established art hierarchical system."

Like Mary Jane Jacobs, Lowe is interested
in both preserving properties and giving a nod to
regional history by thinking about place in a manner
that recalls and celebrates the inhabitants of the
space. PRH is not about the houses, but it focuses
on teaching people to live in a positive manner.

Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed has
reached tens of thousands of people around the
world and provided them a method to change their
relationships to their oppressors through theatre
performance. By expressing themselves through
performance and dance, participants are able
to explore their feelings and to work to channel
negatives into positives within their lives. Boal
sees the language of theatre as a universal language
with which anyone can join in conversation."

All of the artists mentioned above have
a belief in the intuitive creative potential of
what Hammons refers to as “Everyday people
and the ability of art to fundamentally change
the way these individuals perceive and act in
The artists engaging as
social critics and activists believe that art is
simultaneously a spiritual and a political action
meant to create a possibility for change.

their communities.”



Proposal for interior of old grocery/
Emmanuel Community’s Center,
Kansas City Missouri, 2013.

Chapter 4:
What Do We Mean By a Criterion for Community Art?

Disciplinary art forms such as printmaking, sculpture and
photography have identified a theoretical framework unique to their practice
based on function, process and materials. In printmaking, artist and writer
Ruth Weisberg defines the criterion for print as ink, pressure and paper.!
This criterion provides a guide for evaluating, defining and classifying art
activities. The terms defining community art and social practice are at best
vague, and they overlap concurrent ideas about public art, percent-for-art
projects, art in situ and guerrilla art actions. They also overlap and have
the potential to redirect the function and value of traditional creative and
artistic practices into new publicly accessible forms.

In the mid 1990s, writer, curator and activist Lucy Lippard pointed
to an art that went beyond the stereotypical “art for the people,” taking the
universal language of abstraction to a more modest position in which art
strives for local context and cultural authenticity, effectively becoming part
of the fabric of the collective and asking artists to expedite, listen and work
effectively with others. This type of art is inside the participants, as it is no
longer limited to outside influences.?
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The involvement of a trained professional
artist who has special knowledge of visual and
theatrical language legitimizes the relationship
between art-making and social activism. The
participation of a socially validated artist in the
role of acknowledged expert contributes to the
activity becoming art and not a protest, festival
or other type of celebration.

Professors Beth Krensky and Seana Lowe
Steffen, in their book, Engaging Classrooms and
Communities Through Art: A Guide to Designing
and Implementing Community-Based Art Education,
describe the need for professional artists:

“From a sociological perspective, an
artist working in the social realm
represents the institutions of the art
world, legitimized by society to define
the norms of creative interaction and
the standards of artistic expression.
Applied to the construct of art as
ritual with the power to invoke and
demarcate change, an artist can be
thought of as having the authority role,
comparable to that of a ritual elder or
specialist facilitating ritual.”

A criterion based on the thoughts, ideas
and concerns above creates a useful framework
to understand and classify socially relevant art in
relationship to more traditional modes of artistic
production. The items that form this criterion are
not carved in stone -- they are not laws or rules. The
ideas function as a guidepost to allow individuals
and organizations to distinguish and recognize the
territory. This approach helps them to understand
the context and goals of creative activity:

o Socially based art is functional; is it not purely
aesthetic.

o Artistic ideas are not imposed on the
participants, but are derived from direct
interaction between artists and others.

o The artworks are created from time and
experience in the field.

o Social practice is the beginning of a
transformation from a fractured society into
a communal society.

o Actions are rooted in accuracy and advocacy,
with an outcome that arouses the public to
bring about social change.

o Creativity and imagination are the first steps
for envisioning and moving toward a better
future by breaking hegemonic thinking and
challenging barriers of the status quo.

o Art is validated by local cultural and social
context.

e Projects allow people to engage in public
spaces as well as engaging with each other.

o Art actions may lead to political action.

o Art nurtures a lost intuitive process.

o These methods dictate healing and provide
new grounding for ethical, social and spiritual
insight.

o Community practice is a process that fosters
awareness and is a celebration of others’
aliveness, which functions to move human
potential from a static nature to a dynamic
force for change.

o Arts projects create ripple effects that
continue over time.

For the artist, teacher, social worker or anyone
creating and facilitating arts actions, the criterion
is open to change and evolution, and can even be
tossed out. Creativity can never be defined and
held within set boundaries. There are innumerable
interdisciplinary bridges and hidden pathways that
go beyond the above criterion for community art. It
is valuable to learn, forget, and relearn.



Haley Hatch and Chameleon Arts, Ghost Drawing,
Emmanuel’s Community Center, Kansas City, Missouri,
2013.

Chapter 5:
Teaching Fundamentals of Social Arts Practice

“The only thing we have to do to be sure we will leave a ruined world for our
children and grandchildren is to do exactly what we are doing now.”

-- James Gustave Speth, Dean of Forestry and Environmental Studies at Yale University"
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Paper or Plastic?

The decision-making process that will
determine not only our individual futures, but the
futures of most all plants, animals and sentient
beings on earth, has become impossible to ignore.
It is not possible for anyone to remain uninvolved.
We have entered a new age where our decisions and
actions as individuals and a society will determine
our very existence.

In the arts, teaching students to create their
own private visual language at the expense of
participation in the broader social realm is foolish
and short-sighted. Teaching the values of social
practice is relevant to all creative disciplines and is
not a secondary concern. There is a fundamental
need to engage and influence students to
participate in life beyond their own memories,
experiences and short-term aspirations. We have
moved beyond the world of me to the world of us.

This reality is not the end of personal poetry
or the studio narrative. The change is where they are
placed in relation to the problems and concerns
of the outside world. In the past paradigm, artists
often excluded themselves from society, moving
away form politics, science, social movements,
religion and other currents that shaped society.
Historically the studio functioned as architectural
separation from the everyday world. By protecting
the artist from the mundane, he or she would be
able to discover deeper human meaning and reality.
Where the problems of the world were tangential
to the work of Jackson Pollock, they were central
to Jose Gonzales-Torres. In a world where our
individual actions combine to determine our
collective ability to reach a green and sustainable
collective, the artist is no longer peripheral to
environmental and political concerns. The border
of the self is no longer closed, it is open to and
intermeshed with the society we live in.

There are fundamentals to teaching socially
engaged art, and like most basic principles, they
are different from the process of being an artist.
Playing the horn as deftly as Chet Baker or Louie
Armstrong is different from learning to play the
trumpet. In the traditional arts college or university

program, the student is given an assignment. The
assignment can as open-ended as “Go make a
drawing,” or as narrow as “Make a logo for a new
soft drink” In either case, the art student goes
inside themselves, contacting their imagination to
come up with the solution, works individually and
is responsible for the final outcome of their piece.
We call this the studio narrative, and it is a highly
valued and important creative journey between
the artist and their materials, ideas and processes.
The studio narrative is a dialogue in which the
maker responds to the forms being made.

Manytimesartistsare only partiallyin control
of their work, both in terms of understanding and
creating. The creative process is a dialogue. Many
non-artists are surprised to find that the artist has
little specific knowledge of what the final outcome
of their work will be. They assume that the artist
sees the final image in their imagination and
then proceeds to make it. There is an underlying
assumption that art-making is divided into two
parts: a vision, and a separate step to actually make
the vision into a work of art.

The non-artist evaluates the work from their
personal observation of the exhibited piece, so they
are often unaware of the hidden journey that lies
below the final layer of imagery they view in the
gallery. They see the final image, but the studio
narrative that took place to make the work is not on
their radar.

The audience views the object through the
habit of trying to comprehend, to decipher meaning,
and attempting to understand the picture or form
they are viewing using logic and language. They
seldom get to enter into the vague, right-brained,
intuitive creative process that ultimately enabled the
artist to make the work.

Making and observing are fundamental
to artistic and creative intelligence. Historically,
society prizes the unique artistic vision and
creative genius of the individual. In the late 1940s
and into the 1950s, New York art critic Clement
Greenberg championed Abstract Expressionism, a
testosterone-fueled celebration of paint dipped in



machismo. Jackson Pollock, Willem DeKooning
and others formed this first significant American
art movement.” Greenberg believed that great art
was produced by individual genius, and it was this
theory that put him on the map, even though it
was considered controversial from the beginning.
Fairfield Porter once said that his commitment to
figurative painting was made to spite Greenberg.’

Interestingly, Pollock’s wife, Lee Krasner, was
also a pioneer in the flat, patterned imagery that
became so valuable to the Abstract Expressionists.
Her fundamental contribution to the world of art
was recognized decades after her ideas influenced
an entire generation of iconic male artists. Hans
Hoffman, Willem De Kooning and Mark Rothko
became some of the most influential Abstract
Expressionists of the time period. Many artists in
the feminist art movement made contributions as
important as Krasner’s, and were also recognized
much later. The work of many of the abstract
expressionists reflects the continuation of an
interest in automatism, started by the Dadaists and
continued by the Surrealists.*

Even though Greenberg’s theories were
largely put aside shortly after they were expressed,
they have a proven staying power when applied to
education. Artists, like everyone else, exist within
a larger society that soaks them with influence on
a daily basis. The involvement of all artists within
a larger cultural framework proves to disrupt
Greenberg’s ideas, so the field of social practice can
be viewed as the opposite pole to the Greenbergian
studio narrative.

Feminist writer Linda Nochlin held a different
perspective, when she said:

“The problem lies not so much with some

feminists’ concept of what feminist art is—

but rather, with their misconceptions-

shared with the public at large-of what

art is: with the naive idea that art is the

direct, personal, expression of individual

emotional experience, a translation of

life into visual terms. Art is almost never

that, great art never is.”

Nochlin also believed that an established
patriarchal art world hierarchy prevented women
artists from succeeding. She saw it as a problem
embedded in institutions. “Disadvantage may be an
excuse,” she said. “It is not, however, an intellectual
position.”® Nochlin and her contemporaries
established an alternative to the established art
historical canon. By chronicling the work of the
West Coast feminist movement in the 1970s and
1980s they created a place where the hierarchical
art world had lost much of it’s relevance.

Prioritizing Greenberg’s method of creative
investigation, art schools direct students to develop
a vision based on a private narrative. Eventually,
the artwork is brought to the audience through
exhibition -- either in a gallery, or another venue.
In art school, this process takes place when the
student brings their creation to class for critique
by their peers and faculty. From this critical input,
the artist/student goes back into the solitary
studio and individually re-thinks, re-creates and
varies their work. The work is subsequently
brought back for another critique and further
development. This system of creation supports
personal poetry and the individual genius of the
maker. Authorship, ownership, and copyright all
belong to the individual artist.

In community art, the studio narrative is
turned on its head, so personal poetry is placed at
the end of the process or may not even exist as a
viable outcome. Artists must go outside themselves
prior to working and must facilitate rather than
express. They must engage others and help them to
establish their voice, rather than articulating their
own individualism. The process of social practice
is collaborative and non-hierarchical. Quick
judgment of the aesthetic value of the work is not
relevant, as the work articulates the authenticity of
multiple voices. Where studio art can sometimes
be critiqued as contrived or forced, socially based
art has an undeniable authenticity that creates
cultural value.

To work effectively with others, artists must
first immerse themselves within a community,
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learning to understand their lives, perceptions,
and viewpoints. The process of getting to know
and experiencing people can be the source of the
art itself.

An example of an immersion project
is Hugh Merrill's percent-for-art work at the
Sanford-Kimpton Health Center in Columbia,
Missouri, which stared in 2002 and was completed
in 2004. He collected people’s personal stories,
photographs, and other personal memorabilia
from the center’s staff and other local folks using
the clinic. From this mass of personal information,
Merrill created large-scale graphic collages that
were digitally printed and installed throughout the
various departments in the building. The images
acted as art to the broader public that visited the
facility, but for the staff the art works represented
their cherished family photographs and memories.



Finding Lincoln at Artworkers:
Creativity and America, at the
George A. Spiva Art Center, Joplin,
Missouri, 2013

Chapter 6:
Roles of the Artist and Community

The role of a community artist is clear in traditional studio practice;
they are all responsible for the creation of a unique artwork. The role of
an artist is fundamentally that of a collaborator. The lines between artist
and subject are blurred, and authorship of the work is plural, rather than
individual. There are many ways to work together and many levels of
interaction that guide the artist in the creation of a public artwork or project.
In this section, the roles of the artist are presented as a series of possibilities.
The roles move from hands-off to hands-on. There are innumerable shades
of participation an artist or arts group can take in creating and facilitating
social projects. There is no hierarchy in the way they are listed, one approach
is not better than the other. Each is a valid position from which to facilitate
and participate in a project.
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Artist, Catalyst, Guide.

These are three terms that describe how an
artist or group might provide creative, technical, and
management support for a project. They provide a
concept and structure but do not intervene to alter
the expressive voice of the artist or student.

Since the 1970s, photographer Wendy Ewald
has collaborated with children, families, women
and teachers in countries across the globe, including
Saudi Arabia, India and Mexico. Ewald’s projects
use photography to probe questions of identity and
cultural differences, exploring a theme that will be
the topic of the photographs.'

The participants then create the artwork
without intervention. Ewald helps the children or
adults with any technicalities or media questions
they have. The art-making itselfis in the hands of the
natural creative ability of the children. In Mexico,
some of the kids photographed their dream world,
and in North Carolina they explored neighborhoods
and the concept of being the “other” When the
photos were returned to the classroom, the works
were discussed and poetry or ideas were recorded
about them. Ewald’s role changes significantly
after the pieces are finished. She quickly becomes a
curator as opposed to a teacher.?

Beyond her artistic and curatorial roles,
Ewald has had to take on administrative activities
that call for non-artistic skills. Working with local
schools, city managers, churches, embassies and
other social institutions, she interfaces with the
people involved to give the work a life outside the
classroom, many times in the form of a formal
exhibition. Prior to visiting with the children,
she has had to raise funds, write grants and make
contact with a variety of cultural and educational

institutions to support the project. After that, there
is the packaging and dissemination of the artwork
to a broad international audience.

Ewald often makes her own photographs
while working with various communities. She
will invite the children to draw and write on her
negatives, creating works of dual authorship. This
collaborative process disrupts the traditional
hierarchy of artist to subject, twisting the two
strands into a single thread. It also demonstrates
the use of multiple approaches to the arts action,
as she takes on the roles of both facilitator and
participating artist.

In the early 1980s, Tim Rollins received a
small National Endowment for the Arts grant to
produce a program for kids in the New York Public
School system. It was set up as an after-school
program for children who had been determined to
be at-risk. Many had been essentially written off
by the system due to anti-social behavior, learning
disabilities or other circumstances. This original
group soon dubbed themselves “Kids of Survival,”
and working directly with Rollins, they now have
work in the permanent collections of most major
museums in the United States.’

Rollins and KOS worked frequently with
literary themes. Melville’s Moby Dick and Kafka’s
Amerika are two of their best-known works. It has
been said about Rollins: “He was always a teacher,
it was part of his personality”* Over 30 years
later, Rollins continues his work with KOS. He is
a great example of someone whose commitment
to collaboration has made a significant difference
in the lives of the participants and an immense
contribution to the history of art in general.



Artist Collaborator

The artist collaborator goes beyond setting
the conceptual tone for a project. They not only
facilitate the project, but actually take part in the
creation of the work. This is a hands-on approach
to creating the final work. Although the artist
is involved as a participant, collaboration is the
lifeblood of the process and final project. The artist
has the participants produce the resources that will
become the content and visual material from which
the final work will be made, using their expertise
and knowledge to translate the communities input
into a coherent work of art.

So Yeon Park, an associate professor at
the University of Kansas in Lawrence, Kansas,
produced Storytelling and Listening in partnership
with Chameleon Arts and Youth Development. The
Office of Homeless Liaison from the Kansas City,
Kansas, Public School District also participated in
the project.

From 2003-2005, CAYD worked with a group
of homeless middle and high school students to

Left: Insights, facilitated by Lauren McGill at
Emmanuel’s Community Center, Kansas City,
Missouri, 2014.

Below: Collaborative portraits at Emmanuel’s
Community Center, Kansas City, Missouri,
2013.

assist in the development of basic academic skills.
In 2005, Park designed the Storytelling and Listening
curriculum. Each Saturday for 12 weeks, she met
with a group of 30 homeless children and asked
them to create drawings that documented their
daily lives, dreams, hopes and fears. The original
drawings were done on letter-sized sheets of paper
with black Sharpie markers. Park collected the
drawings and scanned them into the computer in
her studio. She then printed the drawings as quilt
squares and created a 12-foot wide circular white
quilt with black line drawings utilizing the square
design. When the quilt was completed, she set up an
installation and performance with the children in a
black box theatre at the local YWCA.

The children pulled the quilt over their legs
and sat in a circle. Park set up a video camera to
both record the activity and project it onto a large
screen. The children passed around a microphone,
giggled, laughed and told stories about the drawings
and how they related to their everyday lives. The
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Hugh Merrill, Pools of Belief, public art
installation in Posnan, Poland, 2005.

quilt and the video were exhibited at the Museum
of Contemporary Art in Seoul, Korea.

There is a wonderful balance between the
collaborative action and the artistic production of
the quilt and video in Storytelling and Listening.
The children shared their stories with candid
enthusiasm and became excited when they learned
the piece would be exhibited in a country on the
other side of the world. ParK’s collaboration validated
the complex lives of these homeless children. The
very act of an outsider becoming invested in their
experiences was highly meaningful to the kids.

Often the process of making art, writing,
drawing, photographing or
through the child’s boundary of fear and negative

singing breaks

participation. Homeless, at-risk, and adjudicated
youth populations are often wounded and highly
self-destructive. Many simply do not believe
in their own value, so it is difficult for them to
overcome the gravity of their own life.

The artist can help to break this cycle of
self-destruction by producing work that increases
personal value and honors their experiences. The
homeless children So Yeon Park worked with were
all living on the edge of gang violence, drugs and
self-destructive choices about school and life. The

Artist in Public

The word artist comes before the word
public because work is produced by an individual
working directly with local folks. The artist may be
a member of the group they work with, so they are
connected in a common culture. The experience
shared between the artist and the participants helps
to determine the scope, content, and direction of
the project.

1 IIEIINCADH ZAMKOWYCH

NNY SLOWINSKIES -
CCHCE. |

CAYD arts program in general, and Storytelling and
Listening specifically, helped these kids to overcome
the fires they faced in moving forward with their
lives. One of the children is now a graduate of Drake
University; others have attended local community
colleges and started families. Without the artist
interventions, their path would have been even
more dangerous and difficult.

The final work represents, speaks to, informs,
confronts and celebrates the people who came
together and made the work possible. The final
product is marked by the artist’s individual insight
and vision. In many cases, the first audience is the
group participating, and the secondary audience is
the art gallery patrons, and the broader art world.
In 2011, a group of students in the community



art and service learning class at the Kansas City
Art Institute designed Random Acts of Kindness, a
project to enliven the routines of people catching
the bus at the corner of 31st St. and Troost Avenue
in Kansas City, Missouri. Troost is the historical
dividing line between the African-American and
white working-class neighborhoods in Kansas City.
The folks riding the bus were served coffee on cold
winter mornings and given apples for snacks. Some
of the students set up a book exchange, while others
collected stories of the riders and photographically
documented the project. Some of the photographs
were blown up into large digital posters celebrating
the folks at the bus stop. The posters were installed
in windows of nearby abandoned storefronts where
the riders could see their images.

Prayer is an activity that can take place in
private, or in public. Kansas City artist Dylan
Mortimer makes it easier for people to choose the
public option. Since 2003, Mortimer has exhibited
his Prayer Booths across the country. Designed
to mimic actual phone booths in appearance, the
cubicles feature graphics in the form of classically
styled praying hands inspired by German master
Albrecht Diirer. They are phone-booth-light-blue
in color, which makes them easily recognizable to
people who appreciate or once used public phones.

Historically, art and religion have been
intimately intertwined. Religious art was many times
didactic and specific, making tactical points on
belief and establishing an institutional reference for

the faithful. Mortimer understands the relationship
between religion and society. He creates a parallel
space where even people who don't usually think
about religion can see an interesting change in the
energy surrounding a sacred place unique to their
existence. Part of the mystic appeal is the reference
to the once-popular phone booths, but this is
clearly something else. This work functions as an
acknowledgment or statement of suggestion.

When asked about the public’s reaction to the
pieces, Mortimer says:

“The public’s reaction has been all over

--love, hate, people use them sincerely,

jokingly, some are mad because they

thought they were real phone booths.

There has been vandalism--Lawrence

was the worst... [In] many cities there

have been groups or organizations that

have tried to have them removed. In

NYC I received physical threats and

death threats...”

Mortimer’s collaboration with religion serves
as a catalyst, bringing his work into public focus very
quickly. The audience’s interaction immediately
becomes part of the ongoing narrative of the piece. It
functions autonomously, without a specific church,
or a preacher. Direct public feedback isn't always
evident in socially relevant work, and many times
its effect is obscured. The use of cultural references
in these pieces illustrates how the audience can be
unwittingly involved in a cultural statement.’

Collaborative Political Art Intervention

It has been said the American mainstream
can be marked by apathy and denial. This should
not surprise us. Although 9/11, wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan, followed by the great recession should
have woken up the country, we continue to follow
and support policies that sustain the status quo.

Even more distressing are proposed policies
that would take us back in time, challenging
progress in civil rights, women’s rights, gay rights
and environmental protection. Artists groups have a

history of consistently and successfully challenging
the power structures that destroy democracy,
worker rights, and control the economy for the
benefit of the one percent. The military industrial
complex and war for profit are also frequently
referenced. A massive influx of corporate spending
in local and national elections has the potential
to change the dynamic by which our democracy
functions. Employers now take the right to tell their
employees how to vote.
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Historically, arts groups have come together
to force change in society. Artists Meeting for
Cultural Change, Artists and Writers Protest
Againstthe Warin Vietnam, Art Workers Coalition,
Group Material and the Guerrilla Girls are all
examples. Not only have they used art to protest,
they have established a process of validation for
collaborative creative arts practice. The doors to a
new paradigm have been opened. Art can focus on
issues and local solutions for families.

There is a price for free speech and artistic
activism. Individual artists and arts groups have often
been targeted by police, federal, and security agencies
for their work, even though the investigations rarely
lead to any findings of actual crime. The story of the
Critical Arts Ensemble and Steven Kurtz shows the
myopic vision and fear that led to the passage and
enforcement of the Patriot Act.

Artist Steven Kurtz, who founded the critically
acclaimed Critical Art Ensemble was working on
a project in conjunction with the Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Art, when his wife
passed away from heart failure in 2004.6

Preparation for the exhibit involved themes
of modified biology, and the Kurtz apartment
contained a lab set-up to be used at the museum
that raised the suspicion of local police. Suspected
of biological terrorism by the FBI, Kurtz was
detained while federal agents raided his apartment
and confiscated his property.

After a full day in detention, it was
determined by the New York State Commissioner
of health that nothing in the home posed a threat of
any kind. The reality that Hope Kurtz had passed
away from natural causes was also accepted.’”

Kurtz was not exonerated, as he was indicted

on charges of mail and wire fraud later that year. Dr.
Robert Farrell, a genetics professor at the University
of Pittsburgh, was also charged. The charges
concerned the mailing and purchase of harmless
bacteria, and the relationship between the two
men accused. Many of Kurtz’s installation pieces
included these bacteria.®

A series of stressors, including lymphoma,
led to Ferrell's pleading guilty to misdemeanor
charges in 2007, which his family opposed. He
suffered a series of strokes after his indictment, and
he was later sentenced to a year of unsupervised
release and fined $500.00.

In April 0o£2008, Kurtz was finally vindicated
when a judge determined that no crime had been
committed, and the charges against him were
dropped.’

When people say that art has little or no
effectiveness in changing real world issues, they
underestimate its importance and function. Art is
deeply involved, on multiple levels, in the production
of information, images, messages, and their
dissemination into culture. The arts provide a grass
roots, individual network for people to speak out on
and pressure society to change.

Image-making is now possible for everyone
with a cell phone, as witnessed by the Arab Spring
and other social mediabased movements. Advancing
technologies allow us to follow arts actions and
persecutions in real time. The Gao Brothers and Ai
Weiwei, all of whom are persecuted by the Chinese
government, are excellent examples.'” Chinese
artists frequently use social media to invite guests to
openings and events, helping them to exhibit under
the radar and away from the authorities.



Documentary Artist

Documentary artistic practice is deeply
rooted in photography, which represents a major
stream of creativity in contemporary history and
theoretical development. Dating back to the 1930s
Works Project Administration, photographers
established the core criterion for documentary
consideration."

Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee,
Marion Post Wolcott and others photographed
Americans in their homes and local environments
during the great depression. The images have
become iconic symbols of the effects of poverty.
Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother, is a photograph
of a woman who is 32 years old. She looks to be
nearly 50. This example of a random American
family serves to illustrate the desperation and
heartbreak when a capitalistic system fails and
then resets.

CarrieMae Weemsusesbothactualhistorical
photographs as well as staged scenes that have the

Dorothea Lange, Migrant agricultural worker’s

family. Seven hungry children. Mother aged

thirty-two. Father is native Californian. Ni-

pomo, California, 1936.

same feel, as in her Kitchen Table Series (1990).
Weems is interested in how African-Americans
are viewed and how their historical roles are
established. She is interested in what is behind
a documentary photograph and how it becomes
a final exhibition piece.!” Weems frequently
adds text to her photographs and installations,
adding opinions that reject convention in favor
of provocation. The work explores stereotypes
and draws attention to social injustice. Her use
of self-portraiture is a reminder that we cannot
completely leave our own circumstances and
our idiosyncratic opinions and reflections. What
we can do is carefully consider our perceptions
and contemplation of others, so we can begin to
appreciate the intricacies of their views.
Historically, documentary photography has
drawn attention to the circumstances of others, by
illustration and reflection. Many important social
movements have started with an image of injustice.
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Street Artists

Graffiti artists and buskers (street performers)
represent art forms that take place in public spaces,
often without permission, and are created in a
clandestine manner. These forms of street art are
considered to be criminal acts in most communities,
and it has been said that they contribute to the
decline of communities, loss of businesses, and the
destruction of neighborhoods.

Simultaneously, graffiti based art was
valued quite highly by contemporary art galleries
and museums. The exhibition Art from the
Streets, put on by the Museum of Contemporary
Art in Los Angeles, CA, in the fall of 2011, was
the largest museum showing of graffiti art to date.
It celebrated Cholo Tagging, the work of Swoon,
Shepard Fairey, Banksy, Scribe and others. Writer
Robert Atkins aptly defines graffiti art and its
history in an article in Artspeak: A Guide to
Contemporary Ideas, Movements and Buzzwords.
Graffito means “scratch” in Italian, and graffiti
(the plural form) are drawings or images scratched
into the surfaces of walls.

Graffiti became an artistic consideration
after World War II. Artists such as Cy Twombly
and Jackson Pollock were interested in the line
quality and general look of the work, while
French artist Jean Dubuffet saw graffitists as
outsiders, which he found intriguing.”> The
words and “tags” (graffiti writers’ names) were
soon coupled with elaborate images inspired by
media and entertainment. Most graffitists were
neither professional artists nor art students.'*

Predictably, they were adventurous teenagers
from the Bronx and Brooklyn. New York tagger
Samo was also known as Jean-Michel Basquiat,
who had the benefit of a middle class upbringing
in Brooklyn. The Samo project was a collaboration
with a high school friend, and when it was finished,
they posted a piece announcing “Samo is dead.” In
the early 1980s, Basquiat soared to international
success as a Neo-Expressionist and primitivist
painter. Despite the carefully cultivated mirage
of simplicity, Basquiat knew and enjoyed the
company of many highly revered artists including

Andy Warhol, with whom he created artistic duets.
Tragically, he died in 1988, at the age of 27.

The influence of graffiti art continues in
the mass production designs of Don Ed Hardy,
working with Christian Audigier. A long way from
his roots as a tattooist, Hardy’s work combines
popular culture and marketing potential. Similar
to graffiti, his images are dependent on strong
pattern and line, as well as bright colorations.
Many of them contain the same types of repetitive
form graffiti artists have used since the 1980s.

His images are available as air fresheners,
purses, fragrances, car accessories, lighters and a
host of other products initially available at your local
big-box store and later as items on liquidation sale
at closeout stores. Mo Alabi spoke with Mr. Hardy
about the experience. During the interview, Hardy
said that in hindsight he realized that the agreement
made his name synonymous with the ‘douches’” of
pop culture and ultimately cheapened his personal
brand. The Audigier/Hardy collaboration had made
over $700 million dollars at the end of 2009."

Public performances can be anything that
people find entertaining, including: acrobatics,
animal tricks, balloon twisting, card tricks,
caricatures, clown skits, comedy, contortions,
escapes, dance, singing, fire eating, fire breathing,
fortune-telling, juggling, magic or mime.

Disregarding the content of their personal
work, graffiti artists and street performers all
address questions regarding access to public
space, and as importantly, who has the right to
speak in an auditory or graphic manner and what
constitutes speech to begin with.

Many students are familiar with street art and
are highly influenced by it in these two ways:

o Aesthetically, through strong line, color and
pattern.

« Reaching out to youth directly, never engaging
with the high-art gallery culture.

A culture of respect is built up around street art
and tagging. Young people often know who is “real”
and who is not, whose work can be painted over (or
“bombed”) and whose work deserves to be left alone.



Street art practices are difficult to bring into
institutional curriculum, due to the illegal nature
of the process. This represents a philosophical
firewall that separates street practice from
traditional studio practice. Yet this style of street
art speaks with clarity to many urban youth and
can be a major tool in working with them.

The Hip Hop Academy, founded in Kansas
City, Missouri, in 2005 by Aaron Sutton, Roscoe
Johnson III and Jeremy McConnell, has been
striving to bring the positive elements of hip hop

Defining Communities As Both

A community is traditionally defined as a
social group of any size whose members reside
in a specific locality, share government and
have a common cultural and historical heritage.
In our contemporary Western technological
society, communities are not simply tribes of
individuals sharing the same place at the same
time. Relationships to actions and issues are not
merely characteristics of place, time or heritage.
Rather than being static in both space and time,
communities are complex relationships existing

America: Now and Here, at Leedy-
Voulkos Art Center, Kansas City,
Missouri, 2011.

art and creative culture to youth in the urban core.

Over the past several years, the Hip Hop
Academy has worked with CAYD and other
institutions to reach thousands of young people.
Many of CAYD’s social arts classes use the aesthetic
language of graffiti and street performance. These
techniques help engage the children, and they enjoy
working with them. Organization members are
keenly aware of where the legal line is drawn for
assignments, keeping the students safe from arrest.

a Relationship and an Action

in a constant flux. They morph in and out of one
another with amazing ease, as they are in constant
transformation, overlapping and
creating new layers of interactive relationships.
Communities are not enclosures with a clear
inside and outside. Boundaries and connections
are important but are not frozen in time; they
manifest as processes.

A group of people waiting at a bus stop form
a one-dimensional group, as they are all in the
act of waiting and commuting. They may be of

colliding,
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various ages and ethnic backgrounds and work at
very different jobs. The act of waiting for the bus
unites them in an activity that allows for a degree
of social interaction. People waiting can nod and
say hello, ask each other questions, discriminate
information, and under certain circumstances,
even tell a joke. Communication is achieved
through a non-verbalized set of rules for behavior.
Riders have obtained a degree of social access
to each other that they would not have simply
walking down a street. If one of the commuters
oversteps by breaking the unwritten rules--
becoming too personal or standing too close to
someone else, making them uncomfortable--they
will be shunned by the other riders.

To students of social science, the people at
the bus stop may not qualify as a true community,
but they provide artists both access and an
opportunity to alter the one-dimensionality of
this cluster of folks and to transform them into
something deeper.

There are many types of potential clients for
an artist to work with. Understanding the factors
of group definition, how they function together,
where they exist, as well as when and how they
interact are all important factors. The general
nature of any group of people helps to determine
the artist’s creative approach and outcome. Below
is a list of groups to help us conceptualize possible
clients and approaches for artistic action. These
designations are malleable but helpful to the
student or artist as they consider possibilities:

e Location: bus stops, highway information

centers, construction workers eating lunch in
a park, coffee shops, bars and restaurants.
Associations and Organizations: co-workers,
neighbors, sports fans, college alumni,
fraternal orders, churches, political parties,
street gangs, schools.

Tradition: Christmas tree lighting ceremonies,
memorial ceremonies, state fairs.

Rituals: Burning Man, Indian pow wows,
blues festivals, summer solstice celebrations,
tattoo recipients, bikers.

Issues and self-organization: environmental-
ism, pro-choice, pro-life, Occupy Wall Street,
Tea Party.

Physical orientation: sports, gyms, dance
studios, amputee.

Medical concerns: HIV and AIDS victims,
people with diseases or conditions.
Circumstance: auto accidents, floods, natural
disasters, etc.

Separation: wealth, race, religion.

Culture: regional, ethnic, religious.
Demographics: youth, age, gender, tall, short,
tea drinkers.

Technology: cell phones, computers or tablets.
Online: gaming, message boards, news groups,
social media devotees.

Transportation: truck drivers, bikers, NASCAR
fans.

Sexuality: straight, gay, abstinence, sodomites,
taboo.

Professionals: doctors, lawyers, accountants,
artists.



Date, Place, and Time

A bus stop community possible by a specific
location is temporal and has very fluid boundaries.
It happens at a specific place at a specific time.
Where do HIV/AIDS victims or Iraqi war veterans
exist in time, space or place? How would one reach
them for a project? Many groups are created by
having similar circumstances, such as war veterans
or alumni groups They may be easily accessed in
one place, such as the VFW hall. It may be possible
to reach them online, through a blog or on a social
networking site like Facebook or Twitter.

Projects and Approaches

There are innumerable ways to approach arts
projects, but they all start with consideration of
the nature of those involved and the issues they
confront. Contemplation of the role of the artist
and the role of others involved is the first step to
successful arts actions. When artists or students
begin a project, it is helpful for them to think
about the following:

 History

e Issues

e Music or art

e Economics

o Culture and religion
Place and time
Not all projects that are socially based are formed
around a temporal or cohesive community. Many

are formed around an issue and a self-organizing
group of people who wish to participate, coming
together on their own.

This form of access is much different than
creatinga pieceintended toreachagroupata specific
time and place. A Memorial Day remembrance is
an example of this. A project planned for this
specific day and another one planned online with
a broader group of veterans would have different
goals, processes and outcomes. Even within a
small group, an artist should consider layers of
interaction as well as access in the structural
design of a project.
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Mix Up at America: Now and Here,
Leedy-Voulkos Art Center, Kansas
City, Missouri, 2011. Photo: Emmett
Merrill.

Chapter 7:
Perception and Creative Observation

Seeing the world through another person’s eyes is an essential element needed
to understand what makes people different from each other. Walking around in
other people’s shoes serves to enable a means of crossing over, so that the arts
action can represent, challenge, support, and disrupt the participants as needed.
The following ideas are to help artists and students move from seeing the world
through their own unique lens of vision, to seeing another’s narrative. This helps
the artist to help others achieve their artistic voice.

Sight is not an optical event devoid of opinion and content--seeing is an
intellectual act connected to personal memory, cultural awareness and value
assessment. Although each person sees the world uniquely, they also have
developed cultural commonalities that shape a shared vision. Tribes, clans,
nations, religions and ethnic groups have characteristics that help shape a
common lens that provides understanding and meaning.



52

While shared vision can have commonalities,
an individual’s perception is not limited to that
singular lens. Perception is plural, and our view of
the world changes as circumstances change and life
progresses. A correlation between the collective
lens and unique individual perception is especially
of interest to the artist striving to understand how
narratives develop and how an individual bridges
their personal story to the story of others they
are working with. It allows us to both understand
stereotypes and to overcome over-simplified
conceptions of people different from ourselves.

It takes informed knowledge and process to
see the world through another’s eyes. Creativity
and skill are essential to produce and communicate
a shared vision. It is a committed process to work
collaboratively and express a dialogue influenced
by others. Artists and students can be encouraged
to consider ways that perception and creativity can
be described and defined. There are many more
ways of seeing than the 10 provided here as a set
of guidelines for considering seeing as a process
related to memory, thinking and experience.

Memory: We see what we are programmed to
notice by our past experiences. When we observe
something not fully understandable, we fill in
the blanks often incorrectly with our memory
of associated experiences. This is the process of
stereotyping. In our culture, the places we grew
up, our position in society and our upbringing,
provide us with the memory to make automatic
value judgments, both positive and negative.
Our past experiences allow us to see what we are
looking for. Sight is about need and desire and can
often be erotic in nature. We see through attraction
and elements that we desire often control our gaze.

Language: We can name the objects, moods,
places and experiences we view. Language and
names help us assign value to our experiences and
organize our thoughts and memory. Visualization
through language is pragmatic and categorical.
This is the method or process for both naming
and describing what we see. Words can interrupt
perception. Once something is named, deeper

knowledge is often curtailed as our eyes dance on to
the next moment. Auditory or written descriptions
give pre-conceived categorical definitions of what
we notice and how we communicate these ideas
to others. Naming and categorizing often hinders
more insightful experiential investigation.

Intellect: Vision is inherently intellectual and
biased. It is judgmental with many variables:
value, outcomes, future opportunities and possible
dangers. As we observe and evaluate situations we
immediately see relationships and give value to the
connections. What one group may value, another
can see as inconsequential. Elements of import to
specific people can be invisible to an outsider or
even assessed as a 180 degree opposite. A positive
idea for one person can be a negative idea for
another.

Growing up in Alabama during the Jim Crow
era, artist Hugh Merrill observed his parents
behavior when they saw an African-American man,
who would have been referred to as “colored” at
the time. Their opinion of the man’s status was pre-
determined. He was an African-American, which
generated an instantaneous reaction of perceived
inferiority. The cultural reasoning necessary
to reach their opinion was learned prior to the
moment of comprehension, so their value judgment
is expressed in the simple act of recognition.

Perceived Image: Developing a view of the world
through visual relations and study is a primary
step in artistic progression. An individual sees the
world through visual relations and forms that step
outside of language and memory. An artist’s view is
informed; he or she sees the world as a composition.
A heightened understanding of the role of form,
color, lines, masses, and balance has become part
of their memory, because they have been trained to
see. A person with a trained eye sees the world with
visual literacy, which is imperative to the artist’s
education.

Art education is the single most important
element that differentiates the artist from people
who are untrained in visual language. Their expertise
is one of the important assets the artist brings to



social arts practice. This knowledge and ability helps
to separate the artists from other types of organizers.
A social worker is not necessarily visually literate,
nor is a school administrator or teacher.

Project Materials: The materials used can
determine both how artists imagine a creative action
and the physical qualities of the artwork. Elements
used to create work are not inert. In accordance
with their individual nature they demand, call for
and direct marks and forms.

Pencil, paint, ink, photography, charcoal,
clay or watercolor media each require changes in
the way the artists sees, experiences and expresses
their ideas. Artists will develop the knowledge of
how to abstract the image through the materials
they hold in their hand. This is also true of non-
gestural processes like photography, digital media,
film or video. A trained fiber artist or ceramist
can see materials with an almost shamanistic pre-
knowledge of forms to be created.

Aesthetics: Artists have knowledge of material,
process and discipline in relationship to aesthetic
form. An understanding of the core criterion that
centers their discipline, coupled with historical
knowledge, helps to round out their approach.
This understanding forms a body of knowledge
that they can change, accept or totally reject.
The artist can create work that blurs traditional
standards of a discipline, or they may root their
work in the aesthetic heart of the discipline.

Imagination: Imagination moves beyond the
perceptual and rational by altering what is
expected. Perception disrupts linear thinking
and categorization as well as familiar values and
definitions. Similar to dreams, this inspiration
allows the impossible to exist and replaces the
mundane world. Developing the imagination is
far from a priority in the American public school
system, which is focused on teaching a set of
academic skills to produce worker bees. Many
students new to college have little exposure to
creative problem-solving.

Compassion: Circumstances that lead to a
person or group being disadvantaged should
be considered before opinions about them are
formed. The ability to see through the eyes of
someone else and to not automatically dismiss
people because they have become marginalized
by the larger society is essential.

The act of serving the homeless in a soup
kitchen is not enough. The ability to see the
fundamental changes needed to right the injustice
is a critical step. True compassion goes beyond
reaching out and often accomplishes more for the
one who gives the soup than the one who receives
the meal. Seeing the fundamental causes of inequity
is fundamental to good design. We must learn to
see relationships, a map of the forces that oppress
allowing a situation like homelessness to thrive.

Vision is the combination of all of the above,
governed by intellect and intuition. Overall
awareness is effectively rooted in the hard work of
recording and creatively processing experience.
Thoughts and images are conveyed to others
through this cycle.

There are innumerable categories to
investigate to fully understand how we see and how
we interpret our realizations. The above means are

meant to provide a framework for discussion.
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Chameleon dance group, Happy Feet,
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Chapter 8:
Teaching Creativity

Seeing is not enough, nor is mere compassion and empathy. We need the
skills to act and support communities in their creative journey. An understanding
of the fundamentals of creativity will help us guide others to overcome shallow
representations and help move the artistic process toward deeper discovery and
understanding. All people have the ability to be creative, and all people have
the ability for self-expression. The work of socially relevant artists is to provide
structure and process for non-artists, creating opportunities for relevant cultural
communication. Investigating creativity itself provides an important platform
for future project development.

We find that creative thinking is often non-linear--insight might occur
during dreaming, stepping off the curb to cross the street, or relaxing in the
bath. All at once we know of an answer or correct pathway. Often, when thinking
about something completely unrelated to a creative question, new ideas and
solutions to the question become clear.
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Can creativity be taught? Yes, absolutely.
The process is similar to teaching any other thought
process. Learning tools for creativity may not make
a person an artist, but they can change the way a
person approaches a problematic situation and help
them come to a new decision.

There is a great deal written on non-linear
and creative thinking; many publications describe
both its importance and processes, as well as how
it comes about, and how it works. In this chapter,
we outline 12 concepts that are used in social arts
and foundation courses at the Kansas City Art
Institute to provide students with accessible tools
for considering creativity. Application of these tools

breaks habitual modes of approaching problems.
Teachers constantly tell their students to risk and
challenge themselves but seldom provide the student
with a process for getting out of a predictable box.

These illustrations help the students change
their habitual response to problem setting and
solving. These points provide students with tools
to push their ideas beyond primary considerations,
to find new vantage points, produce multiple
options, and restate problems. Producing multiple
solutions to a single problem and re-stating the
problem are both effective means of changing
habitual responses.

Creative Thinking Menu: A Short List of Possibilities

Multiple Perspectives: It is important to recognize
that we see the world through our own narrow
experiences, habits and memories. Seeing is
judgmental. Learning to step out of our own eyes and
see the world through the eyes and considerations
of others stimulates creativity. To think more
creatively, we need to see the world from multiple
perspectives. As soon as you consider or arrive at
an answer to a creative problem stop and consider
a new alternative solution, then a new answer, then
another new answer. This is the right of first refusal.
You refuse to stop your creative thinking process at
the first second or third idea. Create multiple ideas
and perspectives and never stop at a single idea.

Reading Cultural Inscription: Much of what
we learn to say and do is determined by pressure:
political, social, peer, commercial and economic.
We swim in a sea of culture whose currents affect
how we act. These outside forces help to make up
our identity. Often we are like the ventriloquist’s
dummy, manipulated to act as scripted by others.
Learning to read this cultural pressure and
understanding how it defines us is an important
step in overcoming domination and learning to
speak our own minds. What are the pressures
that guide our thinking in a given situation?
Do we accept these pressures? Do we want to

combat or emphasize these external forces? Who
benefits from the cultural pressures? We need
to understand the social, economic, cultural and
political forces in play and design our responses
and projects accordingly.

Brainstorming: Brainstorming is creative play. It is
a process of seeing possibility and not conclusions.
In conversation, we allow our thoughts to flow
from subject to subject, unbounded and random.
People involved in the dialogue do not usually take
notes on what is being said.

Brainstorming can also be random, flowing
from idea to idea, but all of these variations should
be recorded. What is not of use today may be
important tomorrow, and all ideas are opportunities.
Problem solving differs from brainstorming in
its focus and relationship to creating a proposed
outcome. Problem solving is bounded by the need to
solve a particular problem and answer the specific
question asked. Extraneous ideas are limited to
what is determined to be significant. Brainstorming
is a process to arrive at multiple perceptions and
opportunities but falls short of defining solutions.
There is a natural flow between conversation,
brainstorming and problem solving. One process
slides easily into the next and flows back again.

When evaluating brainstorming, success



should not be measured by the solutions offered,
but by the number of ideas, possibilities and
opportunities presented.

Collection and Research: Creative thought is
stimulated by reactions to ideas, visual material,
data and information. This is why brainstorming
is effective in groups. Group interaction leads
to multiple perspectives and experiences being
brought to bear on the problem. Research deepens
thinking, yet students often rely only on their
imaginations to solve visual and creative problems.
produce
stereotypical answers to visual and creative
questions. In socially based artistic practice,
it is important that the artist goes out into the
neighborhood to meet the people, as well as does
academic research to inform their vision. Through
collection and research, the mind is informed, and
past experiences are challenged and balanced.

An uninformed imagination will

Non-linear Thinking: Our public school system
seems dedicated to teaching to the test. They
divide education into individual subjects and
teach information and related skills in categorical
structures. Retention of information and logic are
privileged over discussion, creativity and possibility.
Creativity and non-restrictive discourse are
repressed by reliance on a step-by-step progression.

Non-linear thinking is thought that is
differentiated by growth in multiple directions
simultaneously. An oak tree grows from a single
acorn, which produces a structure with roots
sending nutrients up the trunk to the leaves, an
organic hierarchical system. Non-linear thinking
is more animated in its process than the rhizome,
as thoughts jump from one topic to another.
This thought process is more focused on the big
picture than on the details. Non-linear thinking
can throw out the stated problem and reinvent
the project so that it may have little relation to
the original assignment. In design and social
practice, non-linear thinking is a core process,
which is balanced by logic. Logic moves the
investigation from brainstorming to problem and
solution, which moves again to create an action

plan and finally secures a conclusion. An almost
complete lack of non-linear thinking practice in
the American educational system leaves students
with a creative thinking deficit.

The growth of bamboo is hard to control.
People who know this are careful to warn others
of the annoying ability of the plant to show up in
seemingly impossible places. Bamboo is a perfect
example of a botanical rhizome, a plant with a large
root system that can create sprouts at any point.
Many times these outbreaks of bamboo occur far
from what appears to be the point of origin.

French psychoanalyst Felix
and philosopher Gilles Deleuze developed a
postmodern philosophy that explores the idea of
non-heirarchical growth between random points
of knowledge, based on the reproductive patterns
of abotanical rhizome. As expressed in the second
volume of their Capitalism and Schizophrenia
series, A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari
say: “Any point of a rhizome can be connected to
anything other, and must be.”!

Guattari and Deleuze explain their ideas
through an interest in de-regulation and de-
construction of energy flows, as well as matter,
ideas and actions. Creative thought functions like
the rhizome philosophy of growth. Artists take
advantage of connections between seemingly
random points, where unexpected ideas can
easily occur. A de-centered network of energy can

Guattari

encourage artistic growth as well as organically
occurring growth.?

In general, practicing the ability to form
abstract mental connections and use non-linear
thinking to envision or imagine the project is
essential. This supports the development of multiple
avenues of approach in considering an arts action.
It is the process for listening and brainstorming
with a others and drawing out several very different
ideas and reactions for a project. After ideas are
acknowledged, discuss them all simultaneously.
This process shows respect for all contributions,
and it acts as a method for arriving at the theme and
structure for the final project. What may start out
as a mural project with elementary school children
might end as a video, in the form of a performance,
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projected on the exterior of the school. The video
serves the same purpose that a mural would, but the
media and presentation are different.

Chance Operation: Composer and artist John
Cage was an early prophet of many forms of art
and creativity. He said:

“Consider chance as an attempt to

achieve something natural. Consider

chance operations as a means of making

a decision and how relinquishing

control changes the outcome... Chance,

by helping to avoid habitual modes

of thinking, could in fact produce

something fresher and more vital than

that which the composer might have

invented alone.”

An artist is in the position to guide, support,
and influence participants so they may see
their world with greater value, cosmic comedy
and insight. The artist may work to overcome
negative mainstream cultural points of view, in
the forms of devaluation and disregard. Chance
operations integrate frequently within this mode
of production.

In the early 1970s, at the Maryland Institute
College of Art, Hugh Merrill had the opportunity
to work with John Cage and speak with him
about the creative process. Cage put a great deal
of emphasis on allowing chance operations into
not only the work itself, but also the thinking that
occurred during the process. He clearly saw that
overly engineered thinking led to predetermined
outcomes, which were often shallowand unexciting.
By leaving the creative process open to new
opportunities provided by chance, the unexpected
collisions of ideas and experiences relating to the
original concept could be greatly enriched. He saw
that it was not always possible to think your way
to a creative outcome, but instead, acknowledged
how the creation of multiple experiences brought
about unexpected results which would open
opportunities for further exploration and insight.

Reversal: 1t is easy to describe how an object
could be made, but how would someone not make

something? How can ideas be reversed in order to
come up with a new way of approaching a problem?
These questions have been fiercely contemplated
historically.

A belief in the misplaced values of a society
immersed in nationalist materialism contributed to
the formation of Dada in 1916 by a group of Swiss
literary and visual artists. They were frustrated
with what they felt was an unconscious public and
felt resentment and frustration over WWI, which
they felt was was an unjust war. An interest in
automatic writing and streaming ideas was very
important to the movement, and interest in this
concept continued into the work of the Abstract
Expressionists. Tristan Tzara, Emily Hennings,
Hugo Ball and others sought to shock society into
self-awareness. Hans Arp and Hans Richter were
painters involved in the movement, which moved
to New York in 1915 where it caught the attention
of Marcel Duchamp and Francis Picabia.*

These artists claimed not to be artists and
insisted that their work was not to be viewed as art.
Not following rules was as important as not making
logical sense. Even though they viewed their work
as nonsense, the Dada artists themselves were
serious people with academic ideas and concerns.’

Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain explains much
of the viewpoint of many Dadaists. A commercially
produced urinal, the piece represents a ready-made
object. “Ready-made” was a term used by Duchamp
to designate pieces of art chosen by an artist, as
opposed to being made by the artist personally.

Dada was chosen as a nonsensical term, as
the artists were not interested in anything that
made sense, in a pre-determined way. The word
also means various things according to different
languages. Dadaists were interested in the field of
discarded possibilities, asking questions like “what
would never be art?” or “what defies tradition in
the most extreme way?” As they started to gain
the attention of the art world, they dissolved. They
were angry and frustrated with the war and what
they saw as the tedious mindset of larger society.
They made the points they needed to make and
then left, unwilling to participate in their own
acceptance by society.



Tristan Tzara said “There is no Dada truth...
One need only utter a statement for the opposite
statement to become Dada...Dada means nothing.™

Imagination: As students grown, they learn to
value and judge the importance of their thoughts
and speech. They quickly learn to hold back their
imaginative ideas, because they are afraid their
peers will make fun of them. They learn to prejudge
what is said and to quickly overlay new knowledge
into a previously established social hierarchy. This
hierarchy was passionately explored by Dadaists
and Surrealists.

Revolution was what interested André
Breton in the early 1920s, which is how he viewed
Surrealism, the movement he founded. In direct
relation to Dada, Surrealists continued Dada’s
interestin automatic writing and non-participation
in traditional art. While centered in Paris, France,
the movement quickly became global, as it
resonated throughout the work of many. Some of
the many participating artists include: Max Ernst,
Marcel Duchamp, Joan Miro, Hans Arp, Dorothea
Tanning, Louise Bourgeois and Man Ray.’

Influenced academically by Karl Marx and
Sigmund Freud, Andre Breton wrote “Le Manifeste
du Surréalisme” in 1924. He defines his ideas in
this way: “Pure psychic automatism by which it is
intended to express, either verbally, or in writing,
the true function of thought™ True to Freud’s
musings, the unconscious was seen as the key to
the purity of thought. Other writers that influenced
the movement include Baudelaire, Rimbaud and
Lautréamont. Rimbaud was seen as completely
indifferent to the importance of his own work,
making him appear as a human automaton, a
subject of interest at the time.’

Surrealist artists were interested specifically
in the effects of dreams on reality, which caused
them to be wary of the validity of conscious
thought. Their explorations into violence, sexuality
and decay gave their work a raw quality both
visually and viscerally. This was seen as a means to
purity of expression. They had given a voice to the
human qualities of hunger, anger, shame, anxiety
and hopelessness. They sought to move beyond

the mundane, in the form of everyday conscious
thought, strongly convinced there was more to the
mind that what we could think of while awake. The
thoughts of children were seen as purer than those
of adults, as adults had repressed their thoughts
through consciousness.'

It is helpful to concentrate on suspending
disbelief and beliefs. A child’s imagination is a
stream of ideas and images, which often disregards
rationality. Children learn to play; adults learn
to solve problems. Learning to combine the
imaginative play of the child and the problem-
solving qualities of an adult is hard work.

Reading the history of an object and
deductive reasoning: Sherlock Holmes used his
powers of deductive reasoning to solve fictional
crimes. He filled the gaps between clues by reading
their hidden story. Deduction is the ability to look
at objects and imagine their history based on
visual clues. Deduction is informed imagination.
It allows imagination to move beyond labeling,
to understanding past functions and origin.
Deduction is also a method of critical evaluation
in considering the quality of design, function and
aesthetic value of an object.

Collaboration: Most of our work in school,
especially art school, is evaluated on individual
achievement, authorship and a uniqueness of vision.
Much professional creative work is collaborative.
The disciplines of design, film, animation,
music, and socially relevant art are collaborative
intersections between groups: clients, artists,
designers, technicians, and communities.

Simply throwing a group together to do a
project will not necessarilylead to good collaborative
practice. Collaboration has to be taught. In order to
collaborate, you must learn to be open and share.
Learn to listen, and stimulate the imagination and
voice of the people contributing with you. Too
often, collaboration is taken for granted, but it is
a complex social interaction marked by ego and
narrow understanding of outcome. Much of what
our society and culture have taught us in western
society is that the lone individual voice is the one
to be highly regarded. Learning to turn off these
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deeply embedded systems of thought are difficult, to
say the least. The student should progress through a
series of experiences that counter learned habits of
individualized thought and production.

The land of Not and the land of Is: A correct
and habitual answer is what can be thought of as
the land of is. It is a stereotypical right answer.
“What is a soccer ball?” We all know the answer
to the question. A soccer ball is a specific object.
Everything else that is not a soccer ball lives in the
land of not, simply because it is not a soccer ball.
Interestingly, when children want to play soccer
and there is no soccer ball available, that does not
stop them. Almost anything can become the ball:
an empty can, ball of rags, a tennis ball, or an empty
bleach container. The creative answer most often is
in the land of not instead of the land of is. Asking

students what they would not do to solve a problem
can serve to open the field of discarded possibilities.

Language: Language can be a barrier to creativity.
To name something categorizes its function and
place in the world. Language is a concept for a real
thing or action and not the thing itself. We may
know what a ball is and be able to recognize and
describe it in scientific terms. To really know what
a ball is, you have to kick it, catch it, throw it and
so on. A Kkiss is even a better example. To be able
to name something is not the same as knowing it.

To see somethinginanew way, the automatic
acceptance of a literary description or definition
is not enough. Learning to rephrase and restate
questions or descriptions, while considering new
ways of defining and thinking about the action or
object, is what makes it meaningful.

One Artist’s Creative Thought Process

Artist Eric Fischl's description of how he
created the painting Bad Boy p