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The writers, Susan Wilks and Tony Healy, are experienced teachers. Susan is a
teacher-educator whose research has focused around blending the visual arts and
philosophical inquiry, and finding methods of assisting teachers to raise the cognitive and affective levels of their students’ thinking.
Tony, an art teacher for over thirty years, has always challenged his students to
think deeply about the issues raised by artworks.
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his text aims to assist teachers to engage their students,
from the middle years and beyond, in the exploration
of complex issues presented by artworks of both contemporary and past eras. For the purposes of this text,
the term “artworks” encompasses all aspects of the fine arts, design
and digital media.
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Visual imagery comes a close second to language as a form of
communication. Learning results from a montage of information
gathered from others, the exploration of resources, experiences and
discussions.

©

The arts perform a vital role in the growth of human consciousness because they add sensory experiences and the development
of perception and aesthetic awareness. If we use the exploration of
social and cultural contexts as the framework for developing visual
arts curricula, then the nature of the learning experiences will be
diverse in character.

Scenarios featuring
contemporary and past
artworks that raise
questions will foster
discussions about complex
arts-related issues.
Each scenario presented in
this text is accompanied by
inquiry questions.
When using the text, the
teacher’s role is that of
facilitator of the students’
inquiry and discussions.
Many of the scenarios
can be given to groups of
students for self-directed
discussion.

The skills that can be built through engagement in discussions of
issues associated with artworks include the ability to:
• think logically and critically;
• work in teams collaboratively;
• use imagination and creativity to solve problems;
• articulate design ideas and styles;
• understand cultural contexts; and
• work within parameters when necessary.
All these skills have relevance in the real world.
HB0666 • 9781742390666 • © 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Using scenarios as starting points for
in-depth inquiry
In order to facilitate the development of higher-order thinking
skills it is important to find authentic, challenging and relevant
topics that lead the students to want to inquire further. The
scenarios and inquiry questions provided in this text provide the
foundations for discussions with students. Teachers do not need
to have studied art history, philosophical inquiry or aesthetics to
facilitate the discussions. Using the artworks in this text (or choosing similar examples) together with the suggested questions, and
providing additional information to assist discussions, is a good
start.
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Although the teacher is the
facilitator of the sessions,
students can also discuss
the questions in small
groups. No knowledge is
assumed, and definitions
and other information are
provided where it assists
inquiry.
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Attempting to define what art is, or what an artwork is, can be
difficult enough, but when faced with contemporary art the task
becomes even more challenging and often confusing. When trying
to understand or come to terms with art today, just getting started
challenges both the general public and many students. To assist we
have devised scenarios and inquiry questions.
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Many of the scenarios in this text focus on contemporary art and
issues related to the nature of contemporary art, art practice, new
media and combinations of media. The scenarios and examples
examine the blurring of boundaries between art forms, art which is
ephemeral or which exists only in photographic, technological or
other forms of information storage, and art that seems to deliberately set out to upset or offend the viewing public. The mass media
often trivialises and sensationalises contemporary art, casting little
helpful light on the subject. This makes the task of coming to
terms with, or understanding what is being looked at, difficult. In
addition, the artist has in some cases become a celebrity and even,
on occasions, more important or newsworthy to the media than
their work. This might help to promote their art but does little to
assist our understanding.
It is hoped that the scenarios and information provided in this text
will offer fruitful and stimulating starting points for inquiry, and
assist in the development of a better understanding and appreciation of art’s diversity and complexity. The discussions should lead
to exploration of issues across the disciplines.
An approach that fosters learning through collaborative broad reflection, responding and appraising is frequently called philosophi-
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Introduction
Questions like “What is
art?” and “Is that art?”, and
responding to comments
like “I could’ve done
that!” require reflective
engagement with the art
world.

cal inquiry. This model, facilitated by the creation of a structured
context called a community of inquiry, is described further in
Chapter Two.
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Today, digital photography, computer-generated images and new
media confront us with new questions about virtual reality in
relation to the visual arts. New digital and other technologies are
continually emerging, each accompanied by its own conventions
and purposes. For the current generation of young people the leap
from the real world of the art classroom to the virtual world is not
a tenuous one.

To existing notions of
production and “Western”
views of the arts must
be added in-depth,
cross-cultural, artistic
learning, i.e. an enabling
of investigation thorough
examination of artefacts,
aesthetic processes and
issues associated with
many cultures.
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Guided, scaffolded and direct learning experiences are needed to
help students’ visual and cognitive responses to their environment.
Students will not contribute to discussions if their contributions
are not taken seriously. What is needed to achieve this is an approach to art education that provokes the exploration of social
issues concerned with race, prejudice, gender, the environment,
hierarchical societies and inequalities.
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Art teachers are assisting their students to become aware of the
layered contexts of the art world and its evolving relationship with
technology.
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They are harnessing the possibilities present within virtual spaces
and understanding that pedagogies can be applied to the interpretation of any event or product, including those in digital form.
Databases on artists, including full catalogues of their work, critical
responses and contextual information are immediately accessible on
the web. Virtual representations of the world’s finest museums can
become embedded into teaching practice. Although many artists
will never use the Internet as an artistic medium, preferring to use
it as a communication and transmission system, the existing Internet art offers a rich site for promoting critical thinking.
Art students should be introduced to practices that are specific
to the web. These vary in relevance for art education, and many
are general methods that are applicable to all subject areas. Technologies such as blogs, zines, interactive websites such as Twitter
and wikis, gaming and other interactive spaces, networking sites,
role-playing sites (e.g. Second Life), games, cyborg performance,
interactive and hyperlinked research and storytelling, all offer possibilities for incorporation into the art classroom.
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Appropriation

This inquiry focuses on
appropriation and its
place in contemporary
art. One definition of
appropriation is to borrow
or create a new artwork,
in a conscious manner,
from pre-existing images. It
defies assumptions about
authenticity of artistic
creation and traditional
notions of copyright.

SCENARIO

In her artist’s statement for her exhibition at the Gallery of Modern
Art, Glasgow, in 2005, she wrote: “I try to engage that power [of pictures and words] using methods that are both seductive and critical”.
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Kruger worked for a publishing company as a designer, art director
and picture editor before becoming a full time artist. She now has
an international reputation and is best known for her found photographs overlaid with text printed in bold block type. The work is
usually in black, white and red, and the captions – read as slogans –
show the influence of her background in advertising and graphic design. Examples of text in her work are: “I shop therefore I am”, “Your
body is a battleground” and “Your gaze hits the side of my face”.

This inquiry raises a
number of issues including
appropriation in art, the
idea of originality and the
rights of the artist and the
individual whose work
has been appropriated. It
considers:
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Barbara Kruger’s (United States, b. 1945) work has appeared in galleries, and on billboards, posters and consumer products. Much of
her work uses appropriated* photographs combined with text that
challenges viewers to question their attitudes and beliefs about issues
such as feminism, consumerism, individual freedom, violence against
women and desire. Since the mid-1990s she has created large-scale
video and audio installations.
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Kruger’s images challenge taken-for-granted assumptions that lead
to misuse of power and control in society. For example, in Glasgow
in 2005, she employed the design, production and display techniques
of mass advertising to investigate the way we (mis)treat one another.
In this instance the Glasgow Violence Against Women Partnership
formed an “alliance” with Kruger and their brochures were displayed
around the gallery. They used her work to promote their cause. See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barbara_Kruger

• why an artist would
engage in such a practice
• whether appropriation
is a valid practice in the
creation of “original” works
of art
• whether artists should
ask permission to use
images and acknowledge
their sources.
* Appropriate: to take possession
of, devote to special purposes.

INQUIRY QUESTIONS
Does it matter that Kruger uses photographs taken by someone
else or text from a newspaper if her art makes us think about social and/or political issues? Should she acknowledge her sources?
What does society’s use of Kruger’s art tell us about its power?
Does it make a difference if the artwork that uses a person’s face
is, for example, a photograph, a painting or another art form?
To what extent do you think artists have a responsibility to raise
public awareness about issues such as violence against women?
Given that much of Kruger’s work consists of appropriated photographs and text, should it be considered art?
HB0666 • 9781742390666 • © 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education

57

rB

ro

Architecture or art?
SCENARIO

H
aw
ke

The architect defended
the design, saying that
the actor’s image on the
facade of the house was a
comment on fame, public
personalities and distortion:
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“Pamela Anderson is a global
icon … if you look at that
(image) and it’s distorted and
you can’t really see it, that to
me really embodies the idea
of the public watching media
figures … This is about now,
it’s about digital technology,
it’s about a lot of things that
are occurring now and I think
it’s quite valid.”
– Cassandra Fahey,
architect, as quoted by
Simon Johanson in: “Sam’s
ﬂing with Pam under Council
scrutiny”, The Age, 8 July
2000.

58

In 2000, an ex-footballer and media personality commissioned a
young architectural student to design a house in West St Kilda, a
suburb of Melbourne.
Unusual for a first commission, the architect was given an entirely
open brief. The only stated requirements were that the design
should achieve a sense of the exotic, light and privacy. The entertainer’s house attracted a great deal of media attention when it was
revealed that the two-storey blue glass facade had etched into its
surface the image of Pamela Anderson (an American celebrity “sex
kitten”).
The architect’s plans that had been approved by the City Council only suggested a pattern on the glass façade. Local residents
objected to the building on three grounds that were procedural
rather than aesthetic. These were: the building would distract

© 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781742390666 • HB0666

Earthworks

Lightning Field, 1977, Walter De Maria
400 six-metre high stainless steel poles are placed in a grid arrangement, over an area of one mile by one kilometre, on a plain
in New Mexico. A permanent installation in a remote and isolated
location, it can only be visited with permission.
A Line Made by Walking, 1967, Richard Long
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In this piece, the artist walked back and forth across a field in a
straight line until his footsteps had left a clearly visible track. As
with his other works, the only record of this piece is photographic
documentary evidence and a drawing on a map.
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Observatory, 1977, Robert Morris
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A 91-metre wide work made of earth, grass and granite. Located
at Oostelijk Flevoland in the Netherlands, this very large work
refers to structures such as Stonehenge and was created using
earth-moving equipment and machinery, with the artist supervising the construction.
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Spiral Jetty, 1970, Robert Smithson
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This is one of the best-known examples of Earth art. It is located
on the edge of the Great Salt Lake in Utah. The coiled earthwork
is over 450 metres long and four metres high, and is made from
rocks, mud, salt crystals and water. Projecting out into the salt
lake, covering a four-hectare site, its creation involved the movement of over 7000 tonnes of material. As well as being in a remote
location, the work was under water for some time and not visible.
When the water receded, the rocks had been bleached white by
the salt crystals.
INQUIRY QUESTIONS
Creating earthworks does not necessarily involve skills we normally associate with art. Does this matter?
Could any of the works described be considered a work of art if it
hadn’t actually been created but just existed as a concept? What if
it just existed as a drawing?

HB0666 • 9781742390666 • © 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education
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• whether it matters if an
expert can’t tell an original
from a copy
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Four other cases – are they instances of fake, forgery or copy? – are
described next. They involve Michelangelo, Smith and Eaton, van
Meegeren and Hain.

H
aw
ke

• how and why authorship
of an artwork affects its
value

ow

• why artists have copied
works done in previous
times

w
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• the difference between a
fake, a forgery and a copy

In some societies the copying of artworks from earlier periods was
quite common and also accepted. In the Christian orthodox world
the religious image became almost as sacrosanct as the text of the
scriptures. Generations of artists made accurate reproductions of
established and venerated images of the Mother of God with the
infant Christ in the creation of religious icons. The artist would
often only make minor changes as originality and the introduction of subjective elements was seen as inappropriate or even
blasphemous. In China artists studied the work of past masters
and copied their paintings as closely as possible. Forgeries of the
work of individuals are difficult to distinguish from the originals as
it was seen as the duty of every artist to perfect the work of earlier
masters. Imitation was seen as a means of learning from them as
well as a form of admiration for their achievements. The artist
Wang Yuanqui (China, 1642–1715) used the term fang (modelled
after) to mean a form of creative imitation. The nineteenth-century critic Wu Xiu said that the very best works of the painter Dong
Qichang (China, 1555–1636) were actually those painted by his
leading imitators.
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Some of the issues
considered are:

Fakes, forgeries and copies
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This inquiry considers
fakes, forgeries and
copies in the fine arts and
decorative arts. Deciding
what constitutes each
of these isn’t always a
simple matter and the
answer is not always as
obvious as it might seem.
Four instances, from the
1500s to recent times, are
described.
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• why some people would
want a copy rather than an
original artwork.

SCENARIO

1. The artist and biographer Giorgio Vasari (Italy, 1511–74) wrote
that Michelangelo (Italy, 1475–1564), when he was relatively
unknown, produced in 1496 a sculpture of a sleeping Cupid (since
lost) in the antique style. In order to make the work more saleable and to obtain a higher price, given the interest at the time in
classical works, he buried the work for some time and also artificially aged the surface. In support of Michelangelo, Vasari wrote
“… there is no greater vanity than to value things for what they
are called rather than for what they are” (source unknown).
2. In the mid-nineteenth century William Smith and Charles
Eaton searched the foreshore and mudflats of the river Thames
in London for valuable artefacts. They decided that they could
make more money by manufacturing “finds”, and so they started
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3. The Dutch artist Johannes Vermeer (Netherlands, 1632–1675)
is known by no more than forty paintings that have survived.
Virtually unknown, or mistaken for other artists until the late
nineteenth century, he is now recognised as one of the greatest
painters of any period. When Vermeer was rediscovered there was
a considerable demand for his paintings. The opportunity to take
advantage of this was seen by Henricus van Meegeren (Netherlands, 1889–1947), a mediocre artist himself, who decided to
exploit the limited knowledge of Vermeer as a way of attacking
the art establishment for failing to appreciate his own talent. Van
Meegeren also despised art experts and art historians and saw the
creation of forgeries as a way of embarrassing them. He developed
the technical means of creating the surface characteristics of seventeenth century paintings in his work through the use of modern
chemicals, by baking the paintings in a kiln and by painting over
seventeenth century works. He borrowed elements of Vermeer’s
work but his understanding of anatomy, his ability to paint faces
and use of pictorial space was very limited. He sold one painting for over $A16 million dollars (at today’s rates). Even when he
admitted to what he had done, a number of leading art historians
of the day refused to believe that works van Meegeren said were by
him could be fakes. Nowadays, with a much greater appreciation
of Vermeer’s achievements, few would be fooled by these forgeries.
See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Han_van_Meegeren and
http://meegeren.net
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to create a range of “medieval” objects such as medallions and
badges. These cast-metal items were sold through antique dealers,
but despite the care taken in their design and production it wasn’t
long before they were recognised as forgeries. However Smith and
Eaton continued making their pieces until Charles died in 1870.
Their work is now highly sought after and can fetch very high
prices, in some cases more than similar originals.

4. In 1997 the French founder Guy Hain was found guilty of forging 6000 bronzes of 39 different sculptors such as Rodin, Claudel
and Bayre. Hain had legally purchased the original moulds from
the foundry that had cast the artists’ works. However he removed
the current foundry owner’s name, and substituted it with that
of the father, so that the bronzes appeared to have been made in
the artist’s lifetime. He also left the artist’s name on the bronze
and failed to include the word reproduction, as was required by
law. Artists in France are limited to twelve numbered examples
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