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CHAPTER 1

PERSONAL PROJECT -  "CELEBRATION"

Introduction

Art today has become more public in both its visibility and its
support and contemporary artists have become increasingly conscious
of the views they project. In a lot of contemporary works of Art
there is a positive acknowledgement that a piece of Art is never
idelogically neutral but has by very fact of its existence, both

an important position and a message to convey. I feel that art

has moved quite a lot away from self reflective work and discovered
a more universal point of reference. In the face of imminent world
catastrophes and pending disasters, the world in which we live
holds huge potential for Artistic expression in terms of subject
matter. Our involvement and exploration of this and our elemental
responses are necessary for communication in todays society at

every level.

In addition to reflections on present day society in art references

to history, mythology and elements of culture from primitive society

to modern technology are essential.

One aspect of culture is that of celebration and it is this aspect



that I feel we need to explore. The state of Art today and
societies interpretation of it is changing all the time, and the
theme of celebration is one that has been documented by Artistis
and other for centuries but has been subject to much adaptation

and changing interpretations in its representation.

Robert Hughes in the television series and book Shock of the New1

describes the staste of Art today very poetically as he likens
it to the cycle of nature. He says;
Nature has been replaced by the culture of
congestion: of cities and mass media. We are
crammed like battery hens with stimuli, and
what seems significant is not the quality
one meaning of the messages, but these excess.
Overload has changed our Art. Especially in the
last thirty years, capitalism plus electronics have
given us a new habitat, our forest of the media.
The problem for Art was how to survive here, how to
adapt to this habitat—for otherwise it was feared
Art would go under.
Hughes gives us something to really think hard about. There is
an enormous need for society to concentrate on the positive aspects

of human existence. As Artists we have to 'communicate the good

news'.

Celebration in its cultural context has always held great
fascination for me. It is a very broad theme and may cover social
structures, domestic tradition, religious rituals, political
persuasions and community conventions. The latter is the subject

I will be most concerned with in my personal project.

1'Robert Hughes, Shock of the New, (London 1972), Chapter 3, pg. 84-111.







Community conventions, those dealing with aspects of celebration
and more specifically with those pertaining to the subject of
carnival, I believe to be so potentially explosive with exciting
elements of contemporary and historical value that an exploration
of a visual nature into their significance is both inevitable and

necessary.

This is especially true, now this year when Dublin is at the centre
of European attention in a year described by Chief Executive of
Dublin 1991, Louis Clohessy, as being one "in which to celebrate,

reflect, and construct.™

Children need the opportunity to use art effectively to explore

and express ideas, insights and feelings and what better motivation
could there be than that provided by a celebratory experience.

A celebration of any sort — an anniversary, a particular time of
year, a street carnival, a funfair, the end of the war, whatever:—
a celebration is a phenomenon everybody no matter what nationality,
age or social class they are, can identify and is familiar with.

It is a universal, ritualistic event that is so significant
everybody must stop and honour its happening; it should be so valued
and provide the best opportunity for children to express and create
giving an event meaning in the environment. The impact a
celebration would have on individuals should be one of self-

awareness and renewal but these events, however small, also have

1'J. Carroll, From the hip on Jim clohessy, In Dublin

issue 367, Feb 1991.



good effects on the community, giving it a sense of unity and

identity.

By its very nature, the act of celebration has an element of
spontaneity, unplanned and unpredictable — not unlike life itself

— all these qualities appeal to me and have played a big part in

my work to date. Using bright colours, working freely and
relatively quickly, I tend to become more involved in the "nowness"
of my work, enjoying the active immediacry of translating an episode

or idea into a visual form.

During a celebration, a natural quality of play and similar
immediacry is present. It might be that just on particular fleeting
movement is significant for an individual — a sudden realization

— that certain tighthening of the chest sensation as a child just
before Santy comes, or on the tip most top of a helter skelter
before the plunge, or at one minute to midnight on New Years Eve.

It may be brief and transitory but it is a cumulative experience,

growing towards further fulfillment of the imagination.

Carnival is a magic time, outside of time it is a time when
traditionally old year gave way to new, when nature was revived

: . . . 3
with the coming of Spring. Carnival according to Alexander Orloff

is a time when (Fig 1)

man dons the sacred mask an disguised as a supernatural
spirit, ritually mimicks the seasonal struggle of the



elemental forces, recreating the cosmic chaos from
which all life springs. This annual rite,

He continues,
exerts an occult power over us stirring the
forgotten roots of our primordual soul. The
alchemy of masquerade transforms us allowing us
to commence with another world the magic world
of fantasy. Through the chaotic madness of carnival
we invest our social order and rent our pent up
frustrations with it. We embrace the opposite
within ourselves, abandon our illusionary identities
in this so called real world and plunge into a
supernatural dimension where the laws of man and
of nature are briefly suspended only to surface
again reborn with renewed faith in the future.'l.
If in a visual sense, the essence of Orloff's description could
be captured in my project where if even for a second in an attempt

to bring the senses and perceptions to the highest possible pinnacle

I will have achieved a very important objective.

Orloff talks about communing with another world - the magic world

of fantasy — This I believe to be a fundamental aspect of
creativity in elevating the mind to another plane. We all dream

and our dreams can contain worlds in which strange things happen

- where anything is possible with the "alchemy of masquerade coming"
into play. The idea of using fantasy and enchantment in Art is

a subject that can be linked with my personal project and also

that of the class. As part of the historical reference therefore

T would lke to include aspects of fantasy and its being adopted

by artists through the ages. I feel that it has had such a profound

affect historically on artists and on me personally in terms of

1'Alexander Orloff — Carnival, chapter 1, Myth and Cult, pg. 36-43

1984, Kadshaw Books.

_7_
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stimulation of the imagination that it cannot go unmentioned.

In an essay on Aesthiticism and Responsibility, Philip Meeson puts

forward,

The attitude of mind which desires to embrace the
materiality of things whilst at the same time embodying
these things in abstract thought suggests the essence

of Artistic thinking."

On introducing my project I feel that Meeson's thoughts on Artistic
thinking somehow embody my efforts in trying to bring together,
a notion — the idea of a celebratory act and its associated -

personification or materiality — its nature and its being.

Recently on an unexpected visit to London, I chanced upon a
performer on the street. He was a combined act of juggler, acrobat,
comedian, clown and babysitter. He had a captive audience of about
thirty school children of about 8/9 years old, enraptured —
mesmerized. I was among those children revelling in their delight
but what I felt was something more of admiration for the performer
himself than for what he was doing. I took several photographs.
Later I talked to him and a quick sketch of him at work. He told
me his name was Jonathan — "pleased to meet you'(Fig 2). We talked

a little about work he had done — mainly performing at openings,
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carnivals etc., and I decided theme would be source of my personal

project.

My project involves using a lot of research material got by
photographic means, recording events, street scenes performers

as they happened as well as sketches of the same. This initial
sources material has formed the basis of fabric prints, I find
that the imagery I am using tends to be a combination of the
realistic and abstract blocks. I enjoy being able to recognize
certain elements using some realistic images while simultaneously
throwing in some abstracted element — most of the time for colour

balancing purposes.

In my painting and renderings, a story always tends to emerge.

most of the time I work spontaneously, surrounded by my source
material, usually with music playing in the background. With quick
brush strokes, whether I am working on a large scale with acrylics
or at a table with pen and wash, I jot down the main movements

of the subject. Later on I go back and reassess, and either make

chages or leave it untouched.

The subject in the fabric prints and a lino print to date has always
been a funfair horse. The horse or nag keeps raising his head
in any doodle or design, I embark on — he is constantly trying

to manifest himself in my work and who am I to stop him? This






dobby horse (Fig 3,4) - for want of a better name gives me a
wonderful opportunity to include elements of pattern and bright
vivid colours along with the funfair paraphernalia — he makes a
fantastic subject, being alive moving but holding still for

sketches.

On previous occasions I have stated doing illustrations for a
children's book that I am writing and with this project my intention
is to carry out some more story type small drawing/painting that

I can work into a saga (Fig 5). These illustrations will work

as backup to my main fabric print and although keeping with the

same subject will vary very much in scale and technique of material

application (Fig 5,6).

In captuing the essence of celebrations, I have chosen recognizable
ramifications of various celeboratory acts; what might be considered
the personification of good times — the clown, the jester, the

tall man, trumpeteers and dancers. There is I believe ingrained

in all human experience, celebration being no exception, a sardonic,
melancholic, somewhat pathetic streak. The recognition of this
fatalistic irony where to put it simply, the happy and the sad

meet, is a moment that is of great importance, I believe in terms

of developing a sense of self and social awareness. It is
phenomenon that most of us have experienced but few seem to

recognize or acknowledge. In a series of acrylic paintings I have

_]_O_
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attempted to record some of these transient times piecing together
real and imagined images, all of which have their roots firmly

planted in the background of carnivals and fairs.

_11_



CHAPTER II

EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT

One of the primary concerns of Art education is to facilitate
personal expression. Because Art is individual and of every
personal nature it follows that each child's art experience will
also be unique and personal. There is therefore no one right way
to teach Art and ultimately it si up to the individual art teachere

to find his/her own way.

1 :

Johannes Itten  says of education:

There is no field of human activity in which

talent plays so decisive a role as in education.

Only the talented educator, that is a person with

a flair for education, will respect and protect

in a child the indescribable miracle of his/her

humanity. Respect for the human being is the

beginning and the end of all education. Education

is a bold adventure - partacularly in the arts,

becuase it involves the creative spirit of MANeeeeecsseess
The subject of Art is like all forms of human expression - evidence
of responses to different kinds of experience. One role of Art
Educator is to make a conscious attempt to organise childrens
experience in Art effectively and in such a way that the children

have access to a variety of ways of working through art.

ie. through2

a. observing and recording.

b. analysing and exploring.

il

Books, Mew York, 1967.

2'Robert Clement, The Art Teachers handbook, "Framework for the Syllabus"

p. 10-14, Hutchinson, London 1986.

_1 2_
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c. thinking and feeling.
d. criticism and appraisal.

e. the use of materials and skills.

Within schools the arts and more specifically art, do not or at
least should not exist simply to provide an affective balance to
what is assumed to be a predominantly cognitive curriculum. Art
education should display an awareness of the conflict betwen the
recognition of the distinctivness of artistic thinking on the one
hand and demands on relevance and purpose extending beyond a purely

personal world of the imagination on the other.

To do this effectively requires an effective teacher. Let us first
look at some of the reasons for inlcuding art in the Curriculum.

In the Curriculum and Examinations Boards Arts Discussion Paper
19861, some of the major points in discussing the rationale for

a Visual Arts Education are the idea that the Visual Arts help

to "delvelop self esteem, self reliance, personal identity through
creative achievement."

Point 6.2.2 states:

Visual art relies more on the active involvement

of the studuent ...... visual thinking and curiosity
are developed through, sight, touch, light, space
and an interaction with and mastery of the diverse
materials of the visual arts

* Curriculum and Examinations Board Arts discussion, paper 1986.

Rationale for including the Arts in Education point 6.2.2.

_13_



The importance of active participation in an event is seen here
and in terms of the class project this is very apparent. There
are sound justifications for working as part of a team. The group
is involved in making decisions and implementing, and the emphasis
here is on the social aspect, where collaboration — division of
tasks, one person designing, another assisting and someone else

making, the whole effort being communal.

A well planned Visual Arts Education helps students:

To make decisions regarding subject, content, shape
and form.

— To consider materials and possible responses to them.

|

To make further decisions as work grows and changes.
— To persist sensitively and with determination to a

point of completion.

This active process according to the C.E.B. paper involves the
"whole person mental, physical and emotional. All pupils
irrespective of their levels of academic achievement would benefit

from a good Visual Arts Education."l

Whatever his/her subject and whatever teaching method he/she is

adopting, the teacher is essentially a group worker.

There is an art to managing a group in a Secondary
School classroom that is vital for the pupils.

Curriculum and Examinations Board Arts discussion, paper 1986.

Selected Reading.

_14..



Every teacher must be proficient in this art."

Most importantly though Marland claims that what makes for a

successful teaching programme is

not the school organization, the syllabus or the

teaching method except in so far as they help or

hinder the individual teacher...... the,individual

teachers are the most important factor.
The conscientious teacher realizes that although personal
communication and experience can be valid for lesson planning and
schemes — it can just as easily limit the outcome. It is imperative

therefore that competent art teachers look beyond their own

experience. Viktor Lowenfeld in one of his lectures says:

I'm all in favour of emphasizing the aesthetic
experience in it (art education); but I don't
think it is the time now to promote it officially,
because people will think that we have become
subject matter centered, as it were. I think
the products which we receive from our students
depend on,how we teach them, on the quality of our
teaching.
It cannot be denied that the effective teaching of a subject is
directly connected and intrinsically intertwined with the teacher
himself. This is why I would emphasize its importance in the

rationale for teaching art.

Research into teacher personality and by this we mean the whole

range of personal characteristics have been used in an effort to

1. Michael Marland, Craft of the Classroom, Heinemann education books, 1989, Ch.3.

2.

_15_
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work deeper into teacher effectiveness in general, which in turn
raises the question of what we mean by a '"good" teacher. Is the
best teacher one who helps children's socio—emotional development
or one who helps their cognitive development or one who teaches
them subject knowledge or who gets them through exams? And how
apart from exam results, do we measure whether we are doing these
things satisfactorily or not? Just as it is impossible to
understand the childs behaviour to the full without taking into
account the teacher's behaviour, so we cannot understand the

teachers without taking into account that of the child.

In the numerous extensive investigations into teacher effectiveness
that have taken place it is generally concluded that the most
successful teacher tends to be "warm, understanding, friendly,
responsible, systematic, imaginative and enthusiastic. It is
interesting to note that, the most successful style of parenting
— demonstrating warmth combined with restrictiveness the equivalent
of the democratic style of teacher was found to be most successful.
It has been found that a child who is frequently critisized by
a teacher, especially if he is inclined to be low in self esteem,
will lose confidence in his own ability and will tend to
underachieve. Thus a conscientious teacher who believes in
pressurizing children to come up to certain standards could quite
probably do more long term harm to the progress of particularly

vulnerable children than a teacher who seems less conscientious

_16_



and more inclined to let children find what has been described

by Bennett as being "their own level."1

In discussing the rationale for teaching art there is another

consideration , one put very well by Philip Meeson2 when he said:

There is a world that exists beyond the individual,
a world that exists whether or not he exists. The
child needs to know about this world, to move in it
and manage himself in it. The curricula of our
secondary schools are filled with their world.
Everywhere the child turns he encounters it in the
brute facts of history, chemistry, mathematics and
so forth.
There is another world however a world that exists only
because the individual exists. It as the world of his
own sensations and feelings.... He shares it with
no-one., It is a world of private space and of
solitary subject.
Teaching children to be well adjusted persons and properly adapted
to their environment socially, emotionally and otherwise are among

the intrinsic arguments for the Arts in education.

This "world" that Meeson refers to needs to be explored and brought
to the attention of students. In doing so teachers are helping
to shape the world of the future by encouraging students to develop
skills necessary to participate actively and meaningfully in the

community.

I believe this to be fundamentally important and fortunately the

flexibility of the syllabus allows for its implementation in diverse

" Bennett N. Teaching Styles and Pupil Progress London, Open Books 1976, chap.9,
p.76-102.

23 Philip Meeson, The Aesthetic in education essay on Aestheticism and Responsibility
Ross, 1985 17—



situations and learning modules should be structured and planned

to allow for maximum interpretation and individual approach.

The contextualists maintain that the goals and content of art
education depends very much on who the child is and what type of
needs the community has and what problems the larger society is
facing. In the project I am undertaking with my class in St Michaels
Holy Faith Convent in Finglas the needs are quite particular to

these children. The goals of the project are not only determined

by assessing the situation — the students needs, abilities,
backgrounds etc., but also taking into account the resources

available.

Most of the students in this class are of working class background.
Art has been slotted into their timetable and tends to be looked
upon as peripheral to the core 'academic' subjects. I hope by
putting art into context by making reference to local historical
facts combined with the appealing notion of celebration that the

art class will be seen in a different light.

Looking at it from John Dewey's viewpoint, conceiving art as a form
of experience having special and valuable characteristics, a form

of experience that vivifies life helping a growing organism recognize
that it is alivel, and by making students aware of our heritage,

our tradition can begin to build up a sense of worth , belonging

]..

John Swqey, sited in Educating Artistic Vision, Eisner, Chap. Why Teach Art, p.1-16.

_18._



and confidence both as a nation and on a personal level — something

I feel these students particularly need.

So what can art contribute to society? What is it that the arts
in general and the visual arts in particular can do to increase

the quality of individual and social life?

Porbably one of the most important contributions of the arts in

a society in which work is fragmented and routine is common is its
ability to vitalise life by drawing attention to the quality of
experience as such. If art is art is anything at all it is a quality
of life that is savoured for itself. In a social order which tends
to encourage people to treat both objects and other people as
instruments, the arts call attention to the no—instrumental aspects

of life. As Eisner puts it:

The work of visual art is form to be visually
explored, the rythms of the work, its shape,

its contour, its colour take one on a qualitative
ride. Aesthetic exper}ence is a process emerging
out of the art itself.

1.

of art, p.257-282.

_19_

Elliot Eisner, Education Artistic Vision, chap.l0, From anage of Science to an age



CHAPTER ITII

HISTORTCAL REFERENCE

The following artists are among many whose work I greatly admire
and who when approaching this particular project, without undue
consideration, sprang to mind almost immediately. Alexander Calder,

Red Grooms, Pieter Bruegel, Jules Cheret.

They are in nationality miles apart, in time years apart and in
their approach style, and use media so distinict that one might

wonder what possible link there could be between them all.

Calder and Grooms both Americans, both contemporary and working
mostly in sculpture. Bruegel from the Netherlands, a painter from
the 16th Century and Cheret a 1900's French, "poster artist" and

painter.

All the works that I will talk about deal with some aspect of life
in a celebratory form. If one word were to describe what they

all had in common it would be colour. In a very individual way,
each artist is uninhibited in his bold use of colour, exploiting

its power to adding a certain vitality to all their work.

Over the years, as a student, the work of Alexander Calder has

had a great influence on me. Calder probably one of the best known

_20_
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sculptors of the 20th Century is also one of the most disconcerting
and I believe captivating. As a student of metal work I greatly
admired his wire sculptures and the manner in which he seem to
have woven them together with such simplicity and sensitivity.

His subjects include those of animals, in a circus both mocking

and grave. I choose to mention Calder in relation to my project
here becuase I consider his name and the word circus to be
synonomous. Circus falls under my umbrella theme of celebration
and like carnival is an event familiar to most children. Most
students will be acquainted with works of art that have been created
by different artists the main concept being that of circus - Calder,

Fernand Leger, Toulouse Lautrec, Seurat, Georges Roualt (Fig 7,

8,9)«

Calder, in 1971 set about putting together a minature circus, using
wire, found objects, old fabric, tin cans all slung together in

an almost naive manner.

The first piece he made particularly appeals to me for its
simplicity and directness. It was a lion made of wire and orange
wool. He sent woodcut invitations to friends and after performances
he packed up the gear carefully in a battered old suitcase and

travelled around the world on tour. In his own words Calder says:

"I have always loved the circusS..... so I decided to make a circus

just for the fun of it"1

Alexander Calder, from Calder an autobiography, chap 4. Pantheon Books.

New York 1977.

_21_
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I would consider a sense of fun in my work to be very important,
and this is proably the most salient explanation for my identifying
with Calder's work and his attitude to it. He has said himself
that he had "a big adventure" in that he was inclined to be "happy
by nature". Asked by a 'Life' Reporter if he ever experienced
sadness, he answered, — "No, I don't have the time." His life
work, in all media, has a core of pure joy — in the concept, the
execution, and above all the colour, all of which directly
communicates pleasure to the viewer. This goes back to a point

I made earlier concerning what I believe to be one of fundamental

concerns of art - to communicate the good news.

Calders colours - white, blue and red suggest boldness and
simplicity. He says he has chiefly limited himself to the use
of black and white as being the most desparate colours. '"Red is
the most opposed to these, and then finally I use the other

primaries..."

In mentioning the word red another Artist who I feel has greatly
influenced me comes to mind — Red Grooms. Colour is both Artists

common denominator. In an account of Grooms, Carter Ratcliff says:

Big, bright and bold, bursting with energy and humour -
this is what makes Red Grooms's art such an irresistible
crowd-pleaser"

Red Grooms an American grew up in Nashville Tennessee and by the

time he was in High School was making drawings for a local frame

shop and auditly reading the New York Art magazines. The cities

_22_
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he later visited provided his manic imagination with inexaustable
reference for his city scapes or 'sculpto pictoramas' with their
larger then life curicatures of people going about their business.
"Ruckus"1 is the perfect word to describe the high spirited chaos
of Red Groom's crazy world, where real life and fantasy blend into

a whole hearted celebration.

I have included in the illustrations an unfinished piece of Grooms
which I feel epitomizes the spontanity that is unique to Grooms.
It was started in 1973 when Red was on Jury duty. He heard that
Picasso had died and tells how he ran home in a frenzy and
emotionally charged "just threw images on whatever paper I had."
The result was 'Picasso Goes to Heaven', Fig (12), an acrylic
painting on two sheets of orange paper fifteen feet by sixteen

feet.

I just tacked the paper up on the wall and did
it. It was never finished. There are still

spots I never got around to realizing.

This shows directness. He drew in crowded groups of figures and
then if it did not satisfy he simply does something else on top
of it. The brash, blunt colour patterns that were laid on obscure

a great deal of revision but there is never any fussiness.

An analogy can be drawn here with Calder's attitude to his work

— Calder remarks:

Carter Ratcliff, — Red grooms. "The Cities", Abbeville Press, New York, 1984.

_23_
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Sometimes I intend to destroy one of my works,
but then I improve it.

If T don't like a piece, its no good.

That's my only criterion....

I have developed an attitude of

indifference to the reception of my

work, which allows me to go about

my businessl.

I believe that this kind of attitude is a very good one when dealing
with art and its making. Only when an artist can speak 'his truth'
unrestrained and is indifferent to opinions of the audience can

the onlookers themselves begin to react, be affected by and make

an individual response with a certain kind of confidence that they

are reciprocating with honesty in the two way '"communication".

Going back in time to the 1500's let us look at some work by an
Artist who has used themes that are abundant in colour, movement

and are so powerful because of their timeless quality.

The Artist I am referring to is Pieter Bruegel, born in 1525, north
of Holland. Breugal emerged at a time when famous paintings of

the Italian Renaissance bear splendid witness to an ideal world.
Artists likes Michaelangelo were creating scenes where great princes
and philosophers, stroll between Greek and Roman columns and marble
smooth ladies sit in virginal serenity with robes that always fall

in perfect folds.

1. David Bourdon, Calder, mobilists, ringmaster, innovator. Macmillan publishing,

New York, 1980, p.78.
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Bruegel meanwhile shaped the image of a far different world. He
saw man small. His lumpish creatures, mostly peasants and middle-
class folk, are neither noble nor Godlike like those of the
Italians, but are lowly and often prone to strong drink and thieving
habits. Muffled in clumsy clothes against the northern cold, they
carouse in fear of their own brief mortality and "sometimes
themselves pursued by demons and often dance, as men will do in
terrifying times, within the shadow of the gallows. Like most

of us, they freeze in winter, sweat in summer and are foolish in
all seasons.1 The paradoxical craziness and complexity of man's
world is portrayed in such a forthright and interesting way by
Bruegel that his pictures linger in the memory not only because
they please the eye but because they engage the mind in thought.
Trimmed with gyrating human figures and studded with every sort

of homely detail, they make a kind of story board which can be
either studied carefully or quickly glanced at. The addition of
little det