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Teacher Guidelines:

The following guidelines are supplied to enable teachers to carry out valid and consistent assessment using this internal assessment resource.

Context:

This activity assesses student investigation of viewpoints on abstraction as a universal language. Students will research abstraction, conduct interviews and draw conclusions in a letter written to the editor of Time magazine. 

This activity may relate to abstract art examined within externally assessed areas of study or may relate to abstract art of any other time or place.

Conditions:

Students will have four weeks to investigate the issue and complete the tasks, including three periods of allocated class time. 

Resource requirements:

Access to colour copying, or colour printing.
Texts on Abstraction.

e.g. 

D. Anfam, Abstract Expressionism, Thames and Hudson, London, 1990

M. Dunn, New Zealand Painting - A Concise History, Auckland University Press, 2003, Chapters VIII and X

F. Frascina and J. Harris, Art in Modern Culture, Phaidon, London, 1992

C. Harrison, F. Frascina and G. Perry, Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction – The Early Twentieth Century, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1993

C. Harrison and P. Wood (ed.) Art in Theory 1900-2000 – An Anthology of Changing Ideas, Blackwell, Malden, 2003

R. Lipsey, An Art of Our Own, Shambhala Publications, Boston, 1988

I. Sandler and A. Newman (ed.), Defining Modern Art: Selected Writings of Alfred. H. Barr Jr, 1986
N. Stangos (ed.) Concepts of Modern Art – From Fauvism to Postmodernism, Thames and Hudson, 1994  

Additional information:

This activity may be used to support learning for externally examined areas of study e.g.

Cubism and Abstraction 1900-1930 (e.g. art works by Malevich, Mondrian)

Fauvism and Expressionism (e.g. art works by Kandinsky, Klee)

Modern American Art (e.g. art works by Pollock, Rothko)

Modern New Zealand Art (e.g. art works by Mrkusich, Albrecht).
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Student Instructions Sheet

Introduction

“Many artists believed that, through abstraction, they could construct a universal language that would transcend the bounds of time, history, nation and culture.”                   (Priscilla Pitts, Contemporary New Zealand Sculpture, p.126)

This activity requires you to investigate whether abstraction in art is able to be understood and appreciated by people who have little knowledge of the abstract art works that you will select.  You will write interview questions and conduct interviews, research the views of art historians, and draw conclusions on the issue of whether abstraction can be a universal language.

Conditions

You will have four weeks to complete the tasks including three periods of class time. 

Due Date: This assessment is to be handed in on ______________________

Task One: Defining the issue 

a.
Research abstraction for a selected period and/or place to investigate the ideas of art historians and artists on the issue of whether or not abstraction can be a universal language. 

(Selected period: e.g. early twentieth century Russian Abstraction; New Zealand abstract artists 1960s to 1990s, Abstract Expressionism in America). 

Note: this is a preliminary, non-assessable task

b.
Based on your research outline the issue of whether abstraction can be a universal language which enables all viewers to understand and appreciate it. (c. 250 words)

Provide a bibliography which identifies the books, internet sources and other materials you used to investigate abstraction.

Task Two: Interviews

a.
Select four abstract art works and make a colour copy of each work.


On the back of each copy write the name of the artist, the title of the work and its date.

b.
Write four to six interview questions that you will ask people to see if they understand and appreciate the abstract art works. 
c.
Interview three people and record their responses to your interview questions. You may wish to consider selecting a range of people in relation to age, ethnicity, knowledge or lack of knowledge of art.

Task Three: Describing points of view

Analyse the responses to your interview questions. Using evidence from the responses, describe and explain the viewpoints given by the interviewees to create a summary of about 350 words.

Task Four: Drawing conclusions

Based on your findings from research in Task One and your interview responses:

Write a letter to the editor of ‘Time’ magazine in which you evaluate the various points of view to draw conclusions on whether or not abstraction can be “a universal language that transcends the boundaries of “time, history, nation and culture.” (c. 400 words) 
Checklist: Hand in the following.

· Definition of the issue (Task One)

· Interview questions and responses (Task Two)

· Colour copies of selected art works identified by artist’s name, title of the work and date (Task Two)

· Description and explanation of people’s viewpoints (Task Three)

· Letter (Task Four)

· Bibliography

Assessment schedule:  ArtHist/3/5 – J1: Abstraction – A Universal Language?
	Task No.
	Evidence towards Achievement
	Evidence towards Achievement with Merit
	Evidence towards Achievement with Excellence

	One

a.

Research


	Not assessed
	
	

	One

b.

Defining the issue
	The student provides an outline of approximately 250 words, defining the issue of whether abstraction can be a universal language.  

e.g.

Understanding of art is often reliant upon knowledge of the context in which it is made and the subjects which are being depicted. For example to understand Raphael’s School of Athens 1510-11 the viewer would need to have some knowledge of Classical figures (e.g. Plato, Aristotle), an understanding of the context of Humanism, awareness of secular and religious debates, an understanding of Renaissance architecture, a knowledge of the papal patronage of Pope Julius II etc. Abstract art has the potential to be more easily understood as attention is drawn to the immediate sensuous and physical surface of an art work. The primary components of form, colour, line, texture are visually identifiable. While different cultures and time periods approach the elements of art in different ways, an art which focuses on visual engagement and is devoid of hidden meaning may be able to be more universal and less time dependent.

While full appreciation of art works may be reliant upon knowledge of the works, as in the case of the School of Athens, it is possible to have an appreciation of the visual or physical nature of works without that knowledge. 


	As for Achievement
	As for Achievement

Note: Where evidence of evaluation and the drawing of justified conclusions are given in this task (Task One b.) it may be used to supplement the evidence given in Task Four when making a holistic judgment for Achievement with Excellence.

	Two

Interviews


	Not assessed
	
	

	Three

Describing points of view
	Using evidence from the interview responses given by three people, points of view on the issue are described. 

e.g. 

Mervyn Williams, Blue Beyond, 1993 and Milan Mrkusich, Achromatic Yellow with Red, Green and Blue, 1994

All three interviewees liked the blue colouring of Williams work and felt that it reminded them of the sea. One person commented upon the subtle use of different shades of blue and felt that it made the work more attractive. 

Two of the interviewees noticed the way strips of colour were used to create a pattern of verticals and horizontals in Mrkusich’s work but one commented that it was odd that the final box did not have a further strip at the end. Another view was that the irregular patterns created by the horizontals and verticals along with the contrasting colours made the work bold and interesting.


	Using evidence from the interview responses given by three people, points of view on the issue are explained. 

e.g.

Mervyn Williams, Blue Beyond, 1993 and Milan Mrkusich, Achromatic Yellow with Red, Green and Blue, 1994

The identification of the blue with the sea can also be explained in the patterned effect of acrylic paint which appears as waves against the surface. Williams was interested in the illusion that the works were in low-relief rather than flat painted surfaces. 

Mrkusich’s work was able to be interpreted without prior knowledge of his art because of the simple elements of square and rectangular strip and the interviewees were able to discuss the manner in which Mrkusich had arranged the composition through colour and shape.
	As for Achievement with Merit



	Four

Conclusions
	
	Evidence from this task may be used to supplement the evidence from Task Three when making a holistic judgement for Achievement with Merit.
	Based on points of view identified through research and the interview responses, the letter (to the editor of Time magazine) evaluates the points of view to draw conclusions on whether or not abstraction can be “a universal language that transcends the boundaries of time, history, nation and culture.”

e.g.

Abstraction can be understood more readily than works that have political, documentary, narrative or religious content. The responses from the interviewees suggest that abstract art works can be enjoyed and ‘read’ by people who have little prior knowledge of the art works. However, while it may be argued that abstract art can be a “universal language”, it seems that this only applies in relation to a simplified reading of an abstract work - any underlying intentions of the artist may be less apparent to the novice viewer. For example Mrkusich “aimed to achieve the effect of colour as the vibration of life, expressing itself at a certain frequency of energy through matter” (M. Dunn, New Zealand Painting p.127) but the interviewees were only able to identify the colours and shape and discuss their relationships and were unable to make a connection to the way colour and form might convey life, or ‘energy through matter’.
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