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0.1 Welcome

This student book is designed as a guide and companion to the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme (DP) Visual Arts course (�rst examinations 

2016). It will help you to understand the aims and objectives of the course, what is 

expected of you, and how to go about achieving it.

You will be introduced to the ideas and the language that underpin the course, and 

o+ered practical advice for navigating your way successfully through the requirements. 

The book will support and encourage you while you engage in your individual journey 

of inquiry, investigation, re-ection and creative application in art.

Figure 0.01: Daydream by student Sage Dever (mixed media collage on board). With 

freedom to explore a variety of art forms, ideas and different approaches, students can 

discover their own modes of visual expression.

0.2 Who is this book for?

This book is for students taking the two-year Visual Arts course for the IB DP, part of 

Group 6, The Arts (�rst examinations 2016).

Although the IB Visual Arts course will appeal to students who wish to study visual arts 

in higher education, students with no previous experience will also bene�t from it.

The course not only builds art-making skills and con�dence but helps students to 

develop important analytical skills, divergent ways of thinking and creative problem-

solving. Re-ecting the IB emphasis on international-mindedness, students are 
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encouraged to explore art from a wide range of contexts and practices, thus broadening 

their understanding and appreciation for the diversity of creative and aesthetic expression.

The study of art is much more than just a training of the eye. Through the study and 

practice of visual arts we are cultivating attention to the act of observing, and in doing so 

we learn to perceive the world di+erently, as well as art.

Art is about paying attention.  

(Laurie Anderson)

Standard level or higher level
The course may be taken at standard level (SL) or higher level (HL). There are additional 

assessment requirements for HL: students explore art-making techniques in more depth 

and breadth and produce a larger, more considered body of work, with added awareness 

of the viewer’s relationship. They also re-ect more on how other artists have in-uenced 

their own work.

0.3 What is the IB Visual Arts course 
about?

The course revolves around three main aspects of art practice: theoretical practice, art-

making practice and curatorial practice. As an IB Visual Arts student, you are all of these: 

a critic, a maker and a curator. Let’s consider what these mean and what your learning 

objectives are for each one.

Theoretical practice (the critic)
Using investigative strategies, critical thinking, comparative analysis and re-ection, you will 

examine various art forms and artists from di+erent times, places and cultures. You will 

investigate di+erent techniques and processes, enquiring into their contextual evolution. 

You will explore ways of communicating knowledge in both visual and written forms.

Art-making practice (the maker)
Through exploration and experimentation you will discover and apply a variety of 

artistic techniques. You will develop your own concepts throughout this explorative 

process and, with re-ection and self-evaluation, produce a considered body of work.

Curatorial practice (the curator)
Through careful, informed viewing of artworks and exhibitions you will develop an 

ability to formulate your own considered response. You will begin to articulate your 

intentions for developing and displaying your own work. You will also consider the 

relationship between artist and audience and what it means to exhibit work; learn to 

select and present your own work e+ectively; and articulate your intentions and the 

connections between your artworks.
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The visual arts journal
The visual arts journal is a central element of the course and you are required to 

maintain your journal throughout your study. The visual arts journal links together the 

three practices of theory, art-making and curating. You can use your journal to record 

your work on all aspects of the course – your critical investigations and re-ections, your 

experiments with media and techniques, and your ideas, plans and intentions.

Your journal is not directly assessed but it contributes signi�cantly to your comparative 

study (CS) and process portfolio (PP), which are externally assessed. Chapter 2 discusses 

the pivotal role of the visual arts journal in the course.

0.4 How is your work assessed?

You are required to submit your work on three major tasks for �nal assessment. The 

assessed components are as follows:

Figure 0.02: Seeing and experiencing art 1rst-hand will help you to develop your own 

informed response. Whenever possible try to visit exhibitions, galleries and artists’ 

studios to experience the work yourself. In Rudolf Stingel’s Untitled, 2003, the artist 

invited viewers to interact with the aluminium foil covered walls by scratching, writing, 

pinning notes, or otherwise engaging in acts that would normally be considered vandalism 

of an artwork.
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Part 1: Comparative study (externally assessed, 20%)
This is an independent critical and contextual investigation in which you explore 

artworks from di+ering cultural contexts. Both SL and HL students compare at least 

three di+erent artworks, by at least two di+erent artists, in a presentation (visual and 

written) over 10–15 screens. In addition, HL students re-ect on how their own artwork 

and practices have been in-uenced by any of the art/artists examined (3–5 screens). 

(Chapter 7 looks in detail at the CS.)

Part 2: Process portfolio (externally assessed, 40%)
You are required to compile carefully selected materials, documenting your 

experimentation, exploration, manipulation and re�nement of a range of visual arts 

activities during the two-year course. The presentation comprises 9–18 screens for SL 

students and 13–25 screens for HL students, and must demonstrate at least three di+erent 

art-making forms. (Chapter 8 looks in detail at the PP.)

Part 3: Exhibition (internally assessed, 40%)
You are required to submit documentation (images or video) of a selection of resolved 

artworks from your exhibition. This is a coherent body of work, which shows evidence 

of technical skills, and that is thoughtfully considered, presented, and supported by a 

curatorial rationale. SL students submit 4–7 pieces, with exhibition texts and a curatorial 

rationale (max. 400 words). HL students submit 8–11 pieces with exhibition texts and a 

curatorial rationale (max. 700 words). (Chapter 9 looks in detail at the exhibition.)

(This is a brief summary. Chapter 10 explains the assessment procedures and includes 

tables that reference the assessment criteria.)

0.5 The learner pro1le

The IB believes that students today are responsible for shaping a better world tomorrow. 

The qualities set out in the IB learner pro�le are positive human characteristics that aspire 

to a model of international mindedness and to the creation of a more peaceful world.

The learner pro�le is re-ected throughout the Visual Arts learning objectives, embracing 

a range of qualities that extend well beyond technical pro�ciency and academic learning.

As IB learners we strive to be:

• inquirers

• knowledgeable

• thinkers

• communicators

• principled

• open-minded
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• caring

• risk-takers

• balanced

• re�ective.

Figure 0.03: Tree of Life by student by Julia Granillo Tostado (cardboard, paper and 

watercolour). Julia describes the piece as ‘a tree of life, consisting of 50 movable puppets 

that are based on real people, experiences and conversations that surround me, helping 

me grow and develop’.

0.6 The IB core

Supporting the IB learner pro�le are three other elements at the ‘core’ of the DP, which 

should all form part of your learning experience. These are: TOK, the extended essay, and 

creativity, action, service (CAS).

Theory of knowledge
In the TOK course you explore forms of knowledge through the natural sciences, the 

social sciences, ethics, history, mathematics, and religious and indigenous knowledge 

systems, as well as the arts. TOK also requires you to re-ect on di+erent ways of 
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knowing, including reason, emotion, sense perception, intuition, imagination, faith and 

memory, and to consider how knowledge is arrived at in the various disciplines.

TOK invites you to think critically and challenge your existing belief systems. For the 

art student it presents rich opportunities for asking questions that will inform your art-

making investigation and practice.

Creativity, action, service
Many links can be made between the visual arts and CAS: exhibitions, workshops, 

productions, design, costumes, graphics, mentoring, murals and on-and-o+ campus 

projects. Put your creative skills to work, but remember, CAS activities must be distinct 

from the course requirements for any subject.

Extended essay
All DP students are required to write an essay (4000 words maximum) on a topic of 

their choice, based on independent research. For the art student with a particular area 

of interest to explore, visual arts may be an appealing subject area for this in-depth 

research paper. Visual arts topics may include �ne art, design, architecture and aspects 

of contemporary visual culture. Students are strongly recommended to engage with 

primary sources, seeing and experiencing the work themselves whenever possible. (The 

extended essay is discussed further in Chapter 10.)

0.7 How to use this book

This book, like the Visual Arts curriculum, is meant to be approached as a whole rather 

than as distinctly separate units. The knowledge and skills that you need as a visual artist 

are explored in all the chapters. Each component of the course overlaps and in-uences 

the others, just as theory and practice inform and in-uence each other in art. The focus 

of each chapter is as follows:

• In Chapter 1, ‘Start exploring’, you will identify creative starting points for 

exploration using di+erent visual and conceptual approaches.

• In Chapter 2, ‘The visual arts journal’ you will look at the visual arts journal and its 

pivotal role in the course.

• Chapter 3, ‘Culture and place’ contributes to your understanding of culture and 

context, and has signi�cant links to the CS.

• Chapter 4, ‘Materials and meaning’ looks at di+erent art-making forms and relates to 

both your PP and your work for the exhibition.

• Chapter 5, ‘Developing focus’ is about digging in deeper, developing and sustaining 

those initial explorations, and developing a body of work for your �nal exhibition.

• Chapter 6, ‘Curating and presenting’ will help you to develop your own curatorial 

practice and curate your own exhibition.
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• Chapters 7, 8 and 9 are dedicated to the three assessed components (and supported 

by all the other chapters):

• The CS (covered in Chapter 7)

• The PP (Chapter 8)

• The exhibition (Chapter 9).

• Chapter 10, ‘Visual arts assessment’ explains how the IB DP Visual Arts course is 

assessed and is your go-to point for assessment criteria tables and task requirements.

This coursebook therefore functions both as workbook and as a back-and-forth 

reference: you may follow the chapters sequentially, or move around the book as you 

take what you need at any given point in your progress.

The coursebook features
This coursebook contains several special features, which are designed to enhance your 

learning experience. They are outlined below.

ACTIVITIES

There is a wide range of activities in each chapter. Your teacher or tutor 
may set some as tasks, or you can use them as jumping-off points for your 
independent work. They are offered as seeds of inspiration for you to 
cultivate, as challenges to push you further, or simply to feed your desire for 
new experiences.

TOK and art

Throughout the book you will -nd a set of theory of knowledge (TOK) questions 
designed to provoke a conversation. TOK is a core aspect of the IB DP that 
encourages students to think critically and curiously (see also ‘The IB core’). The study 
of Visual Arts offers many deeply provocative questions, from how we make value 
judgements to the meaning of originality. Hopefully some of these will lead you into 
unexplored territory, raise new questions, incite curiosity and bring insight into how 
you construct your own beliefs.

Your teacher may use these questions as discussion points or assign them as 
individual journal re8ections. You may choose questions of particular interest or 
relevance to your own investigations and develop them as critical re8ections.
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STUDEnT ExAmPLES

The examples of students’ work shown throughout the book have been generously 

contributed by real IB art students from around the world. The work shown is 

of a generally high quality so as to be aspirational. Examples are not intended as 

prescriptive: they represent each student’s individual approach, so please view them 

as examples, not prototypes. There are as many ways to make art as there are human 

beings in the world!

   CASE STUDIES

The case studies are intended to provide a more in-depth view of one 
student’s way of working on a particular task. These case studies are 
only a small sampling – they do not represent the student’s entire body 
of work. Again, these examples are not intended as models but rather 
as insightful windows into how others approach the course work.

SPOTLIGHT On THE STUDEnT

This feature is an inside glimpse of a given student’s areas of artistic interest, 
the topics and ideas they are looking at and thinking about, and the artists 
who have in8uenced their investigations and art-making practices.

Tip: This feature provides additional advice on how to meet the assessment 
objectives by highlighting key issues, including pitfalls to avoid, and suggesting 
time-saving strategies.

Key terms: This feature lists art terms mentioned in the text, with de-nitions.
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0.8 Exploring unknown territory

IB Visual Arts is an enquiry-based and largely self-directed course. Although there are 

assessment objectives that serve as guidelines, the speci�c content of each of these is for 

you to decide, challenging your own creative and cultural expectations and boundaries. 

You will choose the artists that you want to investigate, the techniques you want to 

develop, and the ideas and concepts that you wish to explore. As you become more 

discerning you will be able to recognise your strengths and learn from your failures, 

discover the methods that work for you, and set your own personal goals and pursue 

them courageously. There is no speci�c set of questions (you come up with your own), 

and no right answers.

Figure 0.04: Detail of Shift Happens, by Heather mcReynolds. This piece was made of maps 

torn from a world atlas and recon1gured into a new, unrecognisable map of the world.

This book can provide a sort of road map, with key features and main highways 

highlighted, but you are invited to chart your own path across this territory. As Georgia 

O’Keefe said:

Whether you succeed or not is irrelevant – there is no such  

thing. Making your unknown known is the important thing –  

and keeping the unknown always beyond you.

Enjoy your journey!
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1
Introduction

This chapter examines how inquiry, exploration and re�ection inform all of art-making. 

We will look at a range of strategies for getting started in the course with various 

activities for making discoveries, building con dence, considering di!erent visual and 

conceptual approaches, playful exploration and self-re�ection.

 LearnIng objeCtIveS

 • Identify creative starting points for exploration.

 • Experiment with ways of looking, thinking and making.

 • Explore an idea using a variety of visual approaches.

 • Engage in creative discovery through play.

 • Explore how to transform failures. 

 • Through the above, develop higher-level thinking skills.

Figure 1.01: art begins with exploration. exploration is led by curiosity, fed by 

investigation and developed through intentional experimentation and re,ection.
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1.1 Starting strategies

Starting strategies are entry points, activities to get you looking, thinking and creating. 

While these are mainly suggestions for getting started, you can come back to them at 

any time during the course when you are stuck for ideas.

• Create a view�nder (cut a rectangle from a piece of card) and use it to frame di!erent 

compositions within the same view, then record it in your journal.

• Enlarge something tiny using a gridding system.

• Collect multiples of one thing: many di�erent-shaped leaves, bus tickets, teabags. 

Create a method of display with labels. Photograph or draw this in your journal.

• Collect things in varying hues of the same colour. Arrange your collection into a 

composition. Document it. Give it a title.

• Look for found patterns, and record them with rubbings and drawings in your 

journal. Note where each pattern was found.

• Take something apart and put it back together in a completely di�erent way that 

alters the form and the function.

• Make a 3D piece of work that �ts in a matchbox.

• Choose a building or a landscape in your area, and draw it in chalk or charcoal 

at di�erent times of day, observing the changing light, like Monet’s paintings of 

Reims Cathedral.

• Select a small square section of the earth and meticulously record it, like Dürer’s piece 

of turf.

• Design something to place on an altar. Explain why.

• Reinterpret an artwork in a completely di�erent medium: for example, make a video 

of a drawing, or a construction of a painting.

• Make something ugly. Make something beautiful.

Start with something

Take an object. Do something to it. Do something else to it.  

(Jasper Johns, 1964)

There are an in�nite number of things you can do to an image, or to an object. In 1964, 

American pop artist Jasper Johns famously made this note in his sketchbook: ‘Take an 

object. Do something to it. Do something else to it.’ We might even say that making art 

is a series of decisions enacted on an image or an object, or an idea. Do something to it, 

then something else, and something else; through persistent visual exploration you can 

evolve and change even the most boring thing into something interesting – art? Maybe.

Composition: Composition 
in art refers to the 
arrangement of visual 
elements (shapes, lines, 
colours, forms) and their 
relationship to each other.

Hue: Hue refers to the 
gradation or intensity 
of a colour, such as ‘the 
brilliant hues of autumn 
leaves’.

Pop art: Pop art was an 
art movement of the 
1950s and 1960s in Britain 
and America. The artists 
of the pop art movement 
drew their imagery 
from popular culture, 
mass media, advertising 
and consumerism, 
often with an ironic or 
critical undertone.
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1

In the 1960s, sculptor Richard Serra’s interest in materials and the physical process of 

making sculpture led him to compile a list of action verbs: ‘to roll, to crease, to curve’, 

which he then carried out using the materials he had collected in his studio.

Figure 1.02: jasper 

johns, american 

pop artist, Bronze, 

c. 1960-1. johns 

plays with the idea 

of low and high 

culture, taking a 

banal object from 

everyday life and 

elevating it to the 

status of ‘3ne art’.

aCtIvIty 1.1: take an Image. Do SometHIng to It . . .

Make different-sized good-quality prints of a single image. Carry out the 
following actions by drawing, collage or a combination.

• Remove something.

• Expand or enlarge a portion.

• Fragment it.

• Simplify everything.

Continue to change it with your own actions.

aCtIvIty 1.2

Instead of an image, start with a piece of (choose one) rubber, fabric, wood, 
metal, plastic ... and so on.

‘Enact these verbs’ on your chosen material:

• Roll it.

• Bend it.

• Fold it.

• Rearrange it.

• Turn it upside down.

• Mirror it.

• Divide it.

• Compress it.

• Expand it.

It struck me that instead of thinking what a sculpture is going to be and how 

you’re going to do it compositionally, what if you just enacted those verbs in 

relation to a material, and didn’t worry about the results? (Richard Serra)
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Art lives from constraints and dies from freedom.  

(Leonardo da Vinci)

What do you think Leonardo meant by this? How does having set limitations encourage 

creative thinking?

1.2 Looking, thinking, making

This section o!ers the opportunity to carry out a comprehensive activity, the object 

study. The study shows you how to look at a single object in depth and breadth, 

considering its visual qualities, form and function, context and meaning. The activities in 

the object study will enable you to generate many valuable visual journal pages, which 

you could also use in your process portfolio. As the object study has many parts to it, you 

could develop your work on it over several weeks.

Figure 1.03: Pablo Picasso, Bull’s Head, 1942. In this ready-made Picasso combines two 

objects, a bicycle seat and handlebars, and there you have it: a bull’s head!

ready-made: A ‘ready-
made’ is a commonplace 
object or combination 
of objects selected and 
presented as an artwork. 
Marcel Duchamp created 
the 5rst ready-made 
(Bicycle Wheel, 1913) by 
mounting a bike wheel 
on a stool. Duchamp and 
members of the Dada 
movement challenged 
the conventional 
notions of what is art 
and in6uenced much of 
the art that followed – 
including pop art, which 
took its subject matter 
from everyday objects 
of pop culture, and 
conceptual art, which 
values the artist’s idea 
over the actual product.

aCtIvIty 1.3: reaDy-maDe auCtIon

Create your own ready-made from a found object or objects, give it a title and 
present it to the class. Be prepared to defend it as ART! Stage an auction of 
the works, just for fun. See which pieces are convincing enough to hold value.

tok and art: Language 
and art

• Does art need to be 
explained?

• Can an idea be more 
important than the 
physical artwork?

• How does a title 
in6uence our reading 
of an artwork?

• Can the ability to 
discuss and defend 
your ideas carry more 
weight than the actual 
piece itself?
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aCtIvIty 1.4: objeCt StuDy

a)  Choose an object that interests you for both its visual qualities and 
its symbolic value, preferably something small enough to hold in your 
hand. This will be your object of study so choose thoughtfully. It helps if 
the object has an interesting shape to draw, and lends itself to multiple 
meanings (for example, an apple, an egg, a lightbulb or even a teacup!).

b)  Draw your object from different viewpoints. Try unusual points of view, 
distortion, changing scale.

Figure 1.05: ewa practises observational drawing of a glass, 

using cross-hatching to create subtle variations in tone. 

She has written ‘this is not a glass’ boldly across the top of 

the page, referring to rené magritte’s famous painting The 

Treachery of Images. With the addition of this text, she is 

introducing a conceptual way of thinking about the object 

and representation in general.

Figure 1.06 The Treachery of Images, 1929, by belgian 

Surrealist rené magritte, is a painting of a pipe with the 

words ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’ (this is not a pipe) painted 

underneath. the painting depicts an image of a pipe but it 

is a painting, not a pipe, making the point that an image is 

a representation of a thing, not the thing itself.

Figure 1.04: Page from student ewa nizalowska’s visual 

arts journal. ewa takes a simple object (a common 

drinking glass) and using different drawing media, 

contour lines, shading and re,ections, she observes it 

from different points of view.
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Looking, thinking, making

c)  Place in different contexts and draw. Alter the surroundings, the 
composition, colour and/or juxtaposition (place it next to something else). 
How does this affect the meaning of the object?

d)  use different materials to interpret your object, such as pencil, paint, clay, 
words, fur, print, photo, 0lm, cardboard, wax . . .

Figure 1.07: In this drawing, ewa has turned her glass into a cartoon in which the 

characters discuss the notion of ‘the glass half empty or half full’, in a humorously 

philosophical take on teenagers in suburban homes.
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aCtIvIty 1.5: mIxeD meSSageS

• Read the caption to Meret Oppenheim’s Object. What messages do the 
materials in this artwork communicate?

• What do you think is meant by the phrase ‘Art  
. . . has to do with spirit, not with decoration’?

• Now combine two unlikely materials to create a new message of your own.

e)  Consider possible meanings and symbols. What is the signi5cance of your 
object: inherent, attributed and invented?

f)   Consider the historical and cultural context. How has this object evolved in 
time? Consider the design: how was the object used in the past? What is its 
cultural iconography, its role in technology and its social signi0cance?

g)  make connections to other artworks. What relationship does your object 
have to art history and other artists? How have examples of this object 
been addressed by others? Make connections and use visual examples in 
your journal (remembering to cite your sources).

Figure 1.08: Francisco de Zurbarán, A Cup of Water and a Rose. a rare still life 

by the 17th-century Spanish painter, who often painted works with religious 

themes, or with vanitas (works that reference the transitory nature of life). It is 

likely that the objects depicted here also have a religious symbolic function: the 

water in the cup signi3es purity and the ,ower a ‘mystic’ rose. the contrast of the 

velvety dark background and the luminous objects evokes the duality of shadow 

and light, form and emptiness, life and death. It is also a delightful example of 

observational painting.

Iconography: The use of a 
symbol or speci5ed image 
associated with a subject 
or theme in art.

vanitas: A still-life 
painting genre of the 
16th and 17th centuries, 
mostly Dutch, that 
references the transient 
nature of life through the 
use of symbols of death 
and decay: for example, 
skulls, hourglass, jewels, 
fading blossoms, rotting 
fruit. Vanitas is the 
Latin term for vanity, 
the vanity of wealth 
and clinging to earthly 
existence. These pictures 
were intended to remind 
people of their mortality 
and the passing nature of 
all things. Ironically they 
became desirable worldly 
possessions themselves.
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Spirit, not decoration
The materials an artist uses may have their own inherent signi cance already, and 

when materials are combined in unusual ways they can create new meaning altogether. 

(Chapter 4 takes a closer look at this topic.)

Art [ . . . ] has to do with spirit, not with decoration, Meret Oppenheim.

Surrealist: Historically, 
the Surrealists were a 
group of artists, writers 
and intellectuals in 
Europe between First and 
Second World Wars who 
responded to postwar 
society’s rigid order by 
creating works that 
intentionally challenged 
rational ways of thinking. 
Led by the poet André 
Breton, the Surrealists 
made work that arose 
from the unconscious, 
from dreams and the 
imagination. When 
we say an artwork is 
Surrealist we mean that 
it is not bound by the 
rules of the conscious, 
rational mind.

Figure 1.09: meret oppenheim, Object, 1936. this piece (also known as Breakfast in Fur) 

began as a joke. the artist took a porcelain teacup, covered it in fur and gave it the title 

Object. ‘... a work as small and economical as object has such outsized spirit because 

fur combined with a teacup evokes such a surprising mix of messages and associations. 

the fur may remind viewers of wild animals and nature, while the teacup could suggest 

manners and civilisation. With its pelt, the teacup becomes soft, rounded, and highly 

tactile. It seems attractive to the touch, if not, on the other hand, to the taste: imagine 

drinking from it, and the physical sensation of wet fur 3lling the mouth. this humorous 

juxtaposition of unlikely materials and their connotations earned oppenheim a reputation 

as a Surrealist artist’. (http://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/meret-oppenheim-

object-paris-1936)

1.3 Fun and games

On those days when inspiration is elusive, or your inner critic is being particularly harsh, 

you could try a more playful approach. When we are free from the expectations of 

perfection we are able to experiment and make mistakes without fear of failure. A playful 

approach can introduce a sense of lightness into the serious business of making art. 

You might even  nd that through play and accident you make some discoveries worth 

pursuing (seriously).
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juxtapose: To juxtapose 
is to place things 
next to each other in 
contrasting relationship. 
The Surrealists used 
juxtaposition by 
rearranging everyday 
things in ways to create 
new meaning, challenge 
reason and open the 
doors to the freedom of 
the subconscious mind.

Figure 1.10: “there’s some wonderful things in the world” a playful piece of sculpture by 

artist maurice Citron using a cable drum and exercise balls. maurice says I love making 

things that end up surprising me.

aCtIvIty 1.6:  
(De)FaCIng tHe 
bLank Page

That crisp white 
page or canvas 
can be pretty scary 
sometimes. Here are 
a few ways of getting 
over the fear of 
making the 0rst mark:

• Spill a cup of tea 
on your paper and 
begin a drawing 
from the stain.

• Walk on your 
paper, making 
footprints.

• Rub the page all 
over with charcoal 
and buff it off so 
you have a nice 
atmospheric surface 
to work on.

• Erase an old 
drawing you don’t 
like, almost all the 
way – now start 
drawing on top of 
this ghostly image.

Figure 1.11: joan miró, The 

Beautiful Bird Revealing the 

Unknown to a Pair of Lovers 

(from the Constellation 

series), 1941 (gouache, oil 

wash, and charcoal on paper). 

miró recalled how he began 

these small works on paper: ‘I 

dipped my brushes in solvent 

and wiped them on the 

white sheets of paper with 

no preconceived ideas.’ then 

he drew animals, stars and 

other whimsical 3gures on the 

already marred surface.
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In the 20th century, the Surrealist artists brought a sense of play into art-making, 

favouring approaches that involved elements of unpredictability, chance, unseen elements 

and group collaboration – all to disrupt the waking mind’s desire for order. They 

would play a collaborative, chance-based game, typically involving four players, called 

‘cadavre exquis’ (exquisite corpse). This was originally a game based on words, resulting 

in nonsensical phrases, but it developed into one using drawing, resulting in absurd 

combinations of drawings.

aCtIvIty 1.7: DraWIng Warm-uPS

These warm-up drawing exercises require you to focus completely on looking 
at your subject; they also help you to loosen up and let go of expectations . . . 
You might even be pleasantly surprised by the results!

• Draw with the ‘wrong’ hand.

• Draw blindfolded or without looking at the paper.

• Draw an object you can feel but can’t see, held under the table.

• Draw with chalk taped to a very long stick.

• Draw symmetrically, with a pencil in both hands.

• Draw, with a continuous line, a 0gure who is moving around the room.

• Try a collaborative drawing (see Activity 1.8).

Figure 1.12: blind drawings by student Polina Zakharova. Polina drew her classmates 

without ever looking down at the paper. Drawing like this forces you to relinquish control 

of the outcome and surrender to the act of looking.
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1.4 Failures and transformation

Sometimes things don’t work out as we would like them to. In fact, the number of 

successful art works produced by most artists is probably far fewer than the number 

of unsuccessful ones. One solution might be just to make lot of work to increase the 

likelihood of getting a good one!

Of course we have to be able to de�ne what we mean by ‘successful’ and ‘unsuccessful’ 

work. Discernment is an important part of IB DP Visual Arts. You need to learn to 

recognise your stronger work and, just as importantly, to see what is weak or unresolved, 

and re�ect on this constructively.

Your less-successful works are as much a part of your learning process as the successful 

works; one cannot exist without the other. It is the so-called ‘failed’ pieces that point 

the way to something else – sometimes by knowing what we don’t want to do we 

understand what we do want to do. When confronting a disappointing piece, you might 

ask yourself what you could do di�erently. Then forgive yourself: you are not de�ned by 

your ‘failures’.

The seed for your next artwork lies embedded in the imperfections of your 

current piece. Such imperfections (or mistakes, if you are feeling particularly 

depressed about them today) are your guides – valuable, reliable, objective, non 

judgemental guides – to matters you need to reconsider or develop further. It 

is precisely this interaction between the ideal and the real that locks your art 

into the real world and gives meaning to both. (From Art and Fear: Observations 

on the perils (and rewards) of art making, David Bayles and Ted Orland.)

Everything I needed to know about creativity I learned by making mistakes.  

(Tanner Christensen, product designer)

aCtIvIty 1.8: CaDavre exquIS

All you need is three or four people, paper and pencil, but collage works well 
for this too. Each person begins by making a ‘head’ on a piece of paper then 
passes it to the next person who makes a ‘body’, and so on. The work has 
no individual ownership; it is truly collaborative. Warning: this activity may 
generate ideas that are absurd, whimsical and wild!

aCtIvIty 1.9: take a CoLour WaLk

Pick a colour and follow it wherever it appears, down the street, through a 
museum, wherever it leads you. Notice the variety of hues within a colour 
range. Can you 0nd an interesting way to document your colour walk?

Figure 1.13: this ‘exquisite 

corpse’ collage from 1938 

is by the Surrealist artists 

andré breton, jacqueline 

Lamba and yves tanguy. It 

depicts a body that is part 

human, part mechanical and 

part mannequin.
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Artist Susan Hiller deals with failed paintings in a di�erent way: In Painting Books and 

Painting Blocks she recon gures old unwanted paintings on canvas as books, or sewn 

together as blocks. The paintings are given a new chance at life as a di!erent art object.

Figure 1.14: Susan Hiller, Painting Books and Painting Blocks, 1972–84, two series of 

previously exhibited paintings, recon3gured in sculptural formats. (top, open: Big Blue, 

1976. bottom: Three Painting Blocks, dated with size of originating works.)

Artists have a vested interest in our believing in the �ash of revelation, the so-

called inspiration . . . shining down from heavens as a ray of grace. In reality, the 

imagination of the good artist or thinker produces continuously good, mediocre 

or bad things, but his judgement, trained and sharpened to a  ne point, rejects, 

selects, connects . . . All great artists and thinkers are great workers, indefatigable 

not only in inventing, but also in rejecting, sifting, transforming, ordering. 

(Friedrich Nietzsche, in All Too Human, 1878)

Inspiration: where does it come from?
To inspire literally means to breathe in. Inspiration is simply whatever we take in from 

outside us. Each one of us creates our own opportunities for inspiration – it doesn’t just 

descend from above (or very rarely).

tip: Record your critical 
re6ections on your 
successes and failures to 
include in your process 
portfolio (covered 
in Chapter 8) as part 
of the progression 
and development of 
your work.
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However, if you look for inspiration, it is everywhere – it’s a matter of paying attention 

and being curious. If you give something your full attention – a human face, a humble 

leaf, a maths problem – you may be surprised to  nd there are in nite possibilities for 

creative exploration. Making art is 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration . . . so don’t wait 

for inspiration to visit you – go look for it, and sweat it out!

Summary

This chapter is designed to help you enter into the spirit of art-making with curiosity, 

seeding ideas for you to build upon throughout the course. The starting strategies in this 

chapter have launched you into a playful exploration of ideas for making art. You have 

experimented with a range of activities using di!erent visual and conceptual approaches. 

You have seen how this kind of exploration can help you start thinking about and 

making art. Now you are ready to follow those ideas, developing your own lines of 

inquiry, deepening your knowledge of artists and techniques.

(Chapter 5 looks at cultivating individual areas of focus in your art-making and 

developing a coherent body of work.)

aCtIvIty 1.10: 
tranSFormIng 
FaILureS

Give an unsatisfactory 
piece of work a new 
life. Deconstruct 
it and put it back 
together in a 
different way, making 
it into something else 
altogether.

Figure 1.15: Detonate (ceramic and glaze) by student eleanor Wells. eleanor re,ects on 

how her piece Detonate was the result of an accident: ‘I was looking at the work of 

Cornelia Parker, whose work is inspired by destruction and often incorporates broken 

fragments. When one of my ceramic pieces exploded in the kiln, I decided to create a new 

artwork, with glazed pieces piled on top of one another. these form a volcano structure 

ready to explode – a volcano made of pieces that are the result of an explosion!’
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Introduction

This chapter looks at the pivotal role of the visual arts journal in your course. All 

students are required to make a visual arts journal. The journal brings together many 

aspects of your learning process, including research, analysis, re�ection, experimentation 

and personal response. There are many ways to work in your journal: this chapter shows 

some examples of the sorts of work you could include.

Figure 2.01: The IB visual arts journal is a place to record your �rst-hand observations, 

personal re#ections and experiments with media, along with your ideas and their 

development, and your responses to the world around you and to the art and artists 

you encounter.

 LearnIng oBjeCTIves

 • Consider how artists use sketchbooks and journals.

 • Use the visual journal to develop your skills and techniques.

 • Use the visual journal to develop your ideas and intentions.

 • Develop good research skills.

 • Re�ect on artists, artworks and on your own developing work.
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Figure 2.02: Colombian artist josé antonio suárez Londoño’s notebooks, which he refers 

to as ‘yearbooks’, are an ongoing project in which he creates a drawing a day in a small 

sketchbook. These drawings are based on a particular book or a series of books he is 

reading over the course of a year.

2.1 artists’ sketchbooks and journals

I should recommend . . . keeping . . . only a small memorandum-book  

in the breast-pocket, with its well-cut sheathed pencil, ready for notes  

on passing opportunities: but never being without this. (John Ruskin,  

The Elements of Drawing, 1857)

For an art student, artists’ diaries both past and present provide valuable insights into 

the sometimes mysterious creative process. People often keep journals as a record of 

observations and re�ections on life: an artist’s journal is also the record and observation 

of the artistic process. These depositories of the inner life and evidence of the artists’ 

way of thinking can be a great source of information when researching an artist for the 

comparative study (CS).
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aCTIvITy 2.1: Look InsIde The Book

Find out about an artist by studying their sketchbook and journals.

• What is the relationship between the journal and the work the 
artist makes?

• What are the connections between your work and this artist’s work?

• Record your re�ections in your own visual journal.

Not every artist keeps a journal, and those that do have many di2erent approaches: 

Degas’s sketchbooks are primarily observational, Frida Kahlo’s diary is an expressive 

outpouring, Paul Klee’s diaries teach, Eva Hesse makes diagrammatic drawings, Leonardo 

da Vinci works things out, Suárez Londoño keeps a ‘yearbook’ with a drawing a day. 

Most artists’ journals are a combination of notes and images, but gra>ti artist Keith 

Haring’s journals contain more words than images, and sculptor Henry Moore’s 

sketchbooks are surprisingly full of drawings of woolly sheep! What you are aiming for 

in your IB visual arts journal (your artist’s journal) is a balance of both visual and written 

content, in your own unique style.

arTIsT’s skeTChBooks and journaLs

Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks

Keith Haring Journals

The Diaries of Paul Klee

Gerhard Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting

Frida Kahlo’s diary

Louise Bourgeois’s diaries

Suárez Londoño, The Yearbooks

The sketchbooks of Degas, Delacroix, Giacometti, Eva Hesse, Henry Moore, 
Frank Lloyd Wright
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Figure 2.03: Frida kahlo’s colourful journal is half intimate personal diary, half artist’s 

sketchbook, just what you might expect from an artist whose work is so emotionally driven.
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Private or public, paper or digital?
Today, many artists use social media: websites, blogs, Facebook, Tumblr and Instagram. 

These online ‘journals’ are often open to the public. Ideas about privacy are shifting. The 

formats may be changing, but are the contents? How is an online diary di2erent from a 

diary in book form? What other forms might a diary take?

2.2 What is the IB visual arts journal?

All art students are required to have a visual arts journal as their own record of the 

course. The journal is intended to support the development of your skills and nurture 

the elaboration of your ideas. The visual journal is much more than a sketchbook; in 

some cases it might not even take the form of a sketchbook!

A rich and varied visual journal in which you continually record your work is invaluable 

as a record of your artistic journey and as the source from which you can extract 

material for the three assessed components: the CS (discussed in Chapter 7), the process 

portfolio (PP; Chapter 8) and the exhibition (Chapter 9). The journal itself is not handed 

in for Enal assessment but any of the materials that you submit may be compiled from 

your journal pages.

Figure 2.04: student 

journals at La vigna art 

studios, Pisa, in Italy. 

These large-format a3 

journals have plenty of 

room for writing and 

images. a horizontal 

(landscape) format makes 

it easy to scan a journal 

page into a process 

portfolio screen.

Tip: Make working in 
your journal a regular 
habit, documenting your 
process as you go along. 
You can also make notes 
of useful feedback from 
teachers and peers as well 
as your own re�ections 
on your development. 
Include investigations 
and detailed analysis 
of artists, art works 
and exhibitions you 
have seen. Record your 
responses to the world: 
collect ideas as well as 
images, things you have 
seen or read that could 
be a starting point for 
investigation.
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The format of your visual arts journal and what 
to include
The IB visual arts journal does not have a prescribed format: it can be a sketchbook 

or several sketchbooks of varying sizes, a folder, a container or a digital document, 

depending on what is most appropriate to your way of working.

Your visual arts journal is a work in progress and as such should be a place of 

freedom and experimentation. Don’t censor yourself; there will be time for editing 

and revising portions of the journal later when you choose extracts to hand in for the 

assessed components.

Your journal is a place to explore and develop your ideas. You can show the trajectory of 

an idea through various stages of development, including re�ecting and reviewing, by:

• mind-mapping ideas and themes for exploration

• reworking an idea or image using di�erent techniques

• re�ecting on how meaning is communicated through your choices of imagery 

and materials.

Figure 2.05: visual arts journal page by student daryl Baclig. on this page daryl 

experiments by mixing sand and petroleum jelly with ink, trying out different papers 

(tracing paper, newsprint) and recording how the materials react on the different surfaces. 

daryl says: ‘I wanted to look at different options for creating depth and texture in my 

contaminated ocean piece. I observed my tests with different pastes made from sand and 

ink and realised they looked like coral reefs.’

experimentation: 
Experimentation is 
when you try something 
new or different, not 
necessarily knowing what 
the result will be, for 
example experimenting 
with materials, media 
and technologies, and 
developing skills and 
techniques through trial 
and error.

In your journal, you can  
. . . draw, analyse, explore, 
observe, discover, design, 
doodle, document, 
dissect, develop, invent, 
compare, collect, 
compile, experiment, 
evaluate, record, respond, 
rework, re�ect.

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



The IB visual arts journal

32 

2

Record your encounters with artworks and artists, including:

• re�ections on gallery and museum visits

• making connections between an artist and your own work

• detailed evaluations of artworks and critical analysis.

Your journal should also include re�ections on your progress, including the challenges 

you met along the way. (See also Figure 2.11, Beverly Chew’s work.)

documenting your process
You can record your process in many di2erent ways, depending on the techniques and 

materials you are using. You might try including several of these approaches in your journal:

• notes and steps of art-making processes

• mind-maps

• preliminary studies and plans

• compositional sketches

• photos of your work in progress at various stages

• photographic contact sheets and test prints

• computer screenshots.

Figure 2.06: This journal page by student anastasia Leonovich shows quick sketches made 

during a visit to Barcelona to observe the work of architect antonio gaudí. anastasia 

writes of visiting La Pedrera: ‘There is a roof garden with tall, extraordinarily shaped 

chimneys . . . it feels as if you are entering a dream world. I quickly sketched the chimneys, 

which I found most interesting because the holes create a feeling of another dimension.’

observation: Observation 
means looking around 
you and recording your 
experience, both visual 
and written, including 
)rst-hand observations, 
drawing on site, written 
and visual responses to 
artworks you encounter.

Tip: Bring a small 
sketchbook along 
whenever you go on 
a trip to capture the 
immediacy of your 
experience. You can cut 
and paste these smaller 
sketches and transfer 
your notes to your visual 
journal or PP later.
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2.3 The role of your visual arts 
journal in the course

As well as assisting and recording your learning process on the course, your visual arts 

journal is a source of raw material that you can use when compiling work for the 

assessed components of the course: the CS, the PP and the exhibition. Analysis and 

comparison of artworks for the CS may come from notes in the journal. Entire pages or 

portions of pages may be used for the PP screens. Re�ections on resolved artworks and 

planning for the exhibition in the journal may be useful when writing your curatorial 

rationale and your exhibition texts. All of these elements and more may be adapted from 

your journal.

Figure 2.07: visual journal pages by student anabel Poh. she documents her process 

both visually and in written form, using a mixture of drawings, diagrams, photographic 

documentation and annotation, showing the steps involved in her exploration of folding 

paper into forms.
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Figure 2.08: student journal page by elisabeth Lauer. This page looks at the in#uence 

of traditional japanese ukiyo-e printmaking on contemporary graphics and illustration, 

comparing suzuki harunubu’s Mitate No Kinko, 1765, to yuko shimizu’s 2007 design for a 

Cd cover. The student engages in detailed visual analysis, looks at symbols and meaning, 

and makes numerous connections between the works. elisabeth says: ‘Mitate-e is one of 

the most common and important genres in ukiyo-e printmaking. Many layers of meaning 

are layered on top of each other, often to humorous effect. historical or �ctional events or 

personages or ideas are embedded into these images.’
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Figure 2.09: journal page 

by student enrico giori. In 

these hand studies, enrico 

experiments with drawing 

media (charcoal, pen and 

ink) and with variations on 

technique (cross-hatching 

and sfumato shading) 

to �nd the solution most 

appropriate to his creative 

intentions. enrico says: 

‘henry Moore’s variety of 

lines creates striking effects 

which suggest the idea 

of concave and convex 

areas of the hand. The 

use of pure white areas is 

also admirable as they . . . 

suggest an exposure to a 

light source observed while 

drawing the image.’

Figure 2.10: In this detail 

of Figure 2.9, enrico makes 

a note of the artist, date 

and source of the image 

by henry Moore that he 

includes in his journal.

Cross-hatching: 
Shading forms by using 
overlapping parallel lines.

Sfumato (Italian): 
Shading forms by using 
subtle and soft gradation 
of tone (literally, ‘smoky’).

The visual arts journal → comparative study
You can use your journal to document your exhibition visits and investigations of artists’ work, 

and to interpret any art works that you see Erst-hand or reproduced. You can practise visual 

analysis of one artwork and compare two or more works in your journal. When compiling 

your CS you may select and adapt passages from these journal pages where relevant.
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Tip: research skills 
Develop good research 
skills now, to save you 
time later. Keep track 
of artists’ names and 
the websites where 
you found images and 
information. Copy and 
paste URLs, including 
dates accessed, into a 
document that you can 
copy from later when 
assembling your PP. Get 
in the habit of citing 
works as you encounter 
them, so you don’t have 
to search for the source 
again. See the example in 
Figure 2.10.

The visual arts journal → process portfolio
In your journal, try out di2erent techniques, record your process and document your 

experiments with media and technology. Re�ect on your decision-making, your artistic 

intentions and your discoveries. This content can be selected, adapted and presented in 

your PP screens.

The visual arts journal → exhibition
Periodic re�ections in the journal on the development, reEnement and review of your 

own work will be useful references when writing your curatorial rationale for your 

exhibition. You can use the journal to re�ect on the intention for each of your resolved 

art works and refer to this text when your are assembling your exhibition submission 

and writing the exhibition texts.

Use the journal when planning your exhibition: design the layout, and create a thumbnail 

map considering relationships between works and the overall viewer experience. 

(Chapter 9 includes an example of planning the exhibition in the visual journal.)

2.4 re#ection in the visual arts journal

Re�ection in your visual arts course requires thoughtful consideration, of the artists and 

the artworks you encounter, of the techniques and ideas you explore, and of your own 

development as an artist. Re�ection is an essential part of the course that takes place 

throughout your entire developmental working process.

Your journal gives you an opportunity to re�ect on your progress, your strengths and 

your challenges by recording your processes (including those that were not successful or 

resolved), the di>culties you faced and the obstacles you overcame.

Include your re�ections on:

• artists’ work

• gallery and museum visits

• curatorial practice

• techniques and processes

• materials and meaning

• mind-mapping and ideas

• your personal areas of interest

• feedback from teachers and peers

• the di culties, challenges and obstacles your encountered and how you dealt 

with them

• your personal development and achievements.

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



   Case study: Eduardo Modenese

37

Figure 2.11: In this journal page student Beverly Chew re#ects on the development of her 

work around the idea of the body as a ‘social skin’. she writes that she is interested in cultural 

ideas of status and membership through bodily manipulation and how the skin is a sort of 

social �lter and ‘messenger of identity’. she poses the question ‘how far can we modify and 

manipulate the body without it losing the essence of being human?’ she includes records of 

valuable feedback from peers and teachers, recording that people found them ‘freaky’ and 

that the images resembled animals more than humans or a fusion of man and beast.

   Case sTudy: eduardo Modenese

This case study shows a series of journal pages by student Eduardo 
Modenese that explore a topic of his choice with thorough visual 
and written analysis. This engaging visual journal strikes a balance 
between visual and written content. In these pages the student 
explores a topic (the tie or knot) in depth and breadth. He uses 
various graphic approaches in several different media (pencil drawing, 
collage, pen and ink). These visual studies are supported by analysis 
and informed by his contextual investigation of artists. A content-rich 
and visually exciting journal like this can be easily adapted into PP 
screens. (An example of how to do this is discussed in Chapter 8.)
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Figure 2.12: eduardo constructed ties out of paper, one in white paper, the other in 

newspaper. he then made an observational drawing of his white paper tie (below left). 

The coloured drawing (below right) is a deconstruction of this. he says: ‘It is a combination 

of shapes I got from deconstructing my observational drawing. I decided to overlap the 

strong and bold outlines of the tie elements and used a mixture of complementary colour 

washes to create spatial depth further emphasised with black pen crosshatching.’
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Figure 2.13: eduardo made ties out of fabric and dipped them in paint and began 

to explore the shape of the knot and look for links with other artists. he says: ‘By 

looking at the folds created in the knot of the tie I found linking pieces from two 

opposite periods in art history, renaissance and Contemporary.’
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Figure 2.14: eduardo says: ‘I found this detail of Michelangelo’s Pietà, and a 

contemporary sculpture by uruguayan artist Pablo atchugarry . . . both made of 

marble with similar folds and indents. The atchugarry sculpture is very linear, bold, 

de�ned and abstract, whilst Michelangelo’s is a pure representation of cloth in 

marble. I made a sketch using three different types of black pen (biro, �ne tip and felt 

tip) and some glimpses of neutral skin tones, merging details from both sculptures 

but trying to create more contrast and a composition of my own.’
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What makes this visual journal a �ne example?
Eduardo’s visual journal pages already include many of the qualities that are desirable 

when assembling the PP:

• skilful application of several techniques

• experimental and analytical approaches

• comparisons of artists and art styles

• exploration of how ideas develop

• clearly articulated content

• legible writing

• visually pleasing layout and design.

summary

In this chapter we have introduced the visual arts journal, explored its content and 

format and looked at how other artists use sketchbooks and journals. Your visual arts 

journal informs and enriches all of the assessed components. It can be used to record 

exhibition visits and the investigation of artists for the CS. It can be used for developing 

skills and experimenting with techniques and processes, which will be very helpful when 

compiling your PP. It is also a place for you to re�ect on the development of your work 

and how you wish to present it, including planning your Enal exhibition. In these ways, 

your journal supports and underpins the entire visual arts course.
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Introduction

Cultural awareness and understanding are at the heart of the IB educational philosophy. 

It is through being open minded and interested in other cultures that we gain 

knowledge and understanding of the world and its people. We can then look at the 

meaning of culture in a broader sense and value the role of place, home, ancestry and 

tradition, both yours and those of other cultures.

In this chapter we see how place and culture can play an important role in shaping 

your artwork. Where you live can be a great starting point for making art, and your 

cultural background is a rich source to draw on. There are many activities here to help 

you explore your surroundings and your culture, including observational drawing, 

photography, collecting, collaging, mapping, and making installations and site-speci!c 

work in response to a particular place.

 LearnIng objeCtIves

 • Gain a broader, richer understanding of different cultural perspectives.

 • Explore your own background and cultural traditions.

 •  Consider the historical, cultural, social, aesthetic contexts from which art 
can evolve.

 • Respond to your surroundings through various media and techniques.

 • Make connections between ideas, materials, artists and environment.

 • Investigate site-speci$c and installation art in your environment.

Figure 3.01: a student 

photographing a detail of 

the façade of the scuola 

normale in Pisa, Italy, 

decorated with grey and 

white sgraf�to designs. 

recording your surroundings 

through photography 

or drawing helps you to 

observe more closely.

Sgraf�to: A form of wall 
decoration in which a 
surface layer of paint is 
scratched into to reveal 
the colour beneath. The 
wall is prepared with lime 
plaster using the same 
materials and techniques 
as fresco painting.
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3.1 De/ning culture

Culture is a complex concept and can be quite hard to de!ne. It encompasses human 

intellectual achievement as well as popular customs and beliefs. However, for our 

purposes in this course ‘culture’ is broadly de!ned as follows:

• Culture is global. It exists on many levels: international, national, regional, local and 

personal.

• Culture is a framework. It is constructed from human thoughts, emotions, 

behaviours and beliefs. It is what humans create, organise and express in their daily lives.

• Culture is dynamic. It is 'uid and always changing, continually in'uenced by 

historical, geographical, social and technological conditions.

aCtIvIty 3.1: CuLturaL PersPeCtIves

Spend a few minutes thinking about how you view the art of other cultures. 
Use the following questions to help you.

• When looking at unfamiliar art from other cultures, do you consider it the 
same way you do art from your own familiar culture?

• What sort of ‘lens’ or viewpoint do you use for looking at it?

• Does the unfamiliarity of the other culture distance you from the work?

• Do you try to relate it to your own culture or do you use a different set of 
criteria to understand it?

• Do you consider art from other cultures for its aesthetic value, or its social 
and historical context, or both?

Figure 3.02: the Hindu deity 

ganesha is one of India’s most 

beloved gods. He is a remover of 

obstacles and a bearer of good 

fortune.

Figure 3.03: the Winged victory of samothrace 

(greece 200–190 bCe) is a monumental marble 

sculpture of the goddess nike. It is an iconic image 

in western art history, depicting both the divine 

and the triumphant spirit.

aCtIvIty 3.2: 
FamILIar anD 
unFamILIar

Refer to the images 
in Figures 3.2 and 
3.3, or "nd your 
own familiar and 
unfamiliar artworks 
or artefacts that 
share common 
qualities. What you 
choose as familiar 
will depend on your 
individual cultural 
background. Compare 
the two pieces using 
the questions in 
Activity 3.1, ‘Cultural 
perspectives’.
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People of di)erent religions and cultures live side by side in almost every part of the 

world, and most of us have overlapping identities which unite us with very di)erent 

groups. We can love what we are, without hating what – and who – we are not. We 

can thrive in our own tradition, even as we learn from others, and come to respect 

their teachings. (Ko! Annan, former Secretary-General of the United Nations)

3.2 your own cultural traditions

Culture is not only about the other; by investigating your own roots you can broaden 

your scope of appreciation and understanding when encountering the art of cultures you 

are less familiar with.

Many artists make powerful work that is based around belief systems, religion, ritual, 

history, stories and memory. The culture you come from, your family history, and your 

ancestry and its traditions can be a very rich area of investigation.

toK and art: What’s your 
viewpoint?

• Is all art an expression 
of its particular time 
and place?

• Can art be considered 
a documentation of a 
society or era?

• What understanding 
of art can we realise 
from looking at its 
cultural context?

• Does art lose or gain 
value over time?

• Is art from other 
cultures better 
appreciated by 
looking at its cultural 
differences or its 
universal qualities?

• Does art eventually 
become outdated?

Figure 3.04: maliheh afnan 

(Iran–uK), Veiled Threats, 

2006 (ink on paper overlaid 

with gauze). In this piece, 

the artist has laid a gauzy 

black fabric over a delicate 

ink pattern that looks like 

writing. the calligraphic 

forms resemble letters but are 

actually patterns, inspired by 

ancient middle eastern scripts. 

the sheer fabric evokes the 

idea of the veil and makes 

the mystery of the hidden 

message more pronounced. 

the title of the work gives 

us a clue as to the work’s 

meaning, without telling us 

what the threats are.
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Depending on your culture, some topics are sensitive or controversial and censorship 

often exists around such subject matter. Many artists prefer to work with meaning in 

a subtle or indirect manner, as Maliheh Afnan does (Figure 3.04), especially when the 

subject matter is potentially in'ammatory. Rather than address the topic directly, they 

work with hidden content, making the mystery part of the art.

I think of art as a glue, a cultural and social glue. It’s one of the means that has 

served to show us the things we believe in and the things we celebrate; it has 

served to reinforce our relationship to each other. (Eric Fischl)

aCtIvIty 3.3: veILeD Content

a)  Decide on a topic that is sensitive in your culture and think about how you 
might represent your ideas on it without being explicit or confrontational. 
(If you can’t think of a topic, choose one from those listed.)

Instead of representing your idea with an image that makes an overt 
statement, choose materials, symbols and allusions that give a feeling for what 
you would like to say.

b)  Consider your piece. Can the visual, tactile, physical and symbolic qualities of 
the work allow it to speak for itself? Make the mystery a part of the work.

toPICs to exPLore In tHe Context oF your oWn CuLturaL 
baCKgrounD:

• belief systems
• religion
• ritual
• con%ict
• money
• gender
• taboo subjects.

If all the world were clear, art would not exist. (Albert Camus)

3.3 Historical context

All the art that is being made today has its origins in the art that was made in the past. 

Many artists make work that deliberately references art that came before.

Every artwork that we encounter carries its own story that has been shaped not only 

by its creator but by the era in which it was made. What was happening at that time 

historically, politically, socially and intellectually? What wars were being fought, what 

books were being written, what music played?
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Figure 3.05: seated female musicians, tang dynasty, late 7th-century China. these small 

clay /gures playing traditional musical instruments are mingqi or ‘spirit utensils’, burial 

objects that serve as bridges between the living and the dead.

aCtIvIty 3.4: vIsuaL journaL reFLeCtIon on  
HIstorICaL Context

Choose an artwork from an art historical movement or from a period in non-
western art history, preferably a work that interests you for its content or style. 
Write your thoughts in your journal, including visual examples with citations. 
Use the questions to help you:

• What was happening in the world at that time and how might this have 
affected the artist?

• Were other artists working in a similar way?

• Was this artist part of an art movement and, if so, was this a reaction to 
the times?

guIDIng questIons

• Why does something made long ago, in a far-away era, still have the power 
to speak to us today?

• What makes the art of today different from that of 100 years ago?

• How have media and techniques developed and changed over time?

• What do you think are the biggest in.uences on art in your lifetime?
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Changing materials and technology
The availability of materials and technology play a signi!cant role in how artists 

approach ideas. A signi!cant example is photography: when it was invented in the 1800s, 

the role of painting changed forever. And in turn, digital technology has completely 

transformed photography.

Figure 3.06: giacomo balla, Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash, 1912. balla was part of the 

Italian Futurist group. Futurism was an early 20th-century artistic and social movement that 

exalted the power of speed, machines and technology. the Futurists rejected the past and 

celebrated the future, glorifying war and patriotism. Like many modern art movements, 

Futurism can best be understood by looking at the historical context from which it arose.

notice how giacomo balla depicted motion in this painting and remember that this was 

made in 1912. What kind of work do you think a Futurist artist would make now?

modern art: Art 
from about 1880 
(Impressionism) through 
to the 1970s.
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Figure 3.07: malekeh nayiny (Iran–France), Misajour from the series Updating a Family 

Album. the artist uses old family photos in black and white and reworks them in 

Photoshop, adding colour and overlaying patterns. she addresses her personal family 

history through the lens of changing photo technology.

aCtIvIty 3.5: uPDatIng FamILy PHotos

Take an old (pre-digital-era) family photograph if you have one. If you prefer, 
you can use a found photo. Your objective is to change something about the 
photo in a way that gives it a new meaning and brings it from the past into a 
contemporary context.

• Scan the photo into your computer and, using image-manipulation software, 
alter the background or the clothing, or introduce objects or text.

• Print the two images, before and after, and display side by side.

• If you like, develop the idea into a series using other photos.

Found objects: 
Objects or artefacts not 
originally intended as 
art, found and considered 
to have aesthetic value. 
Also referred to as objets 
trouvés (French).

Contemporary art: Work 
being produced by 
artists living today or in 
our times.
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stuDent examPLe: sHInICHIro yosHII

Figure 3.08: Choice, by student shinichiro yoshii. the student painted over a family 

photograph of himself as a baby, cropping the composition and drawing attention to 

the abstract curvilinear forms made by accentuating the light and shadow.

sPotLIgHt on tHe stuDent: sHInICHIro yosHII

Nationality: Japanese
Born: Fukuoka

Main artistic interests:
• conveying mood and space
• architectural space and icons
• the links between: music, physics, history, mood, emotions
• "lm work and sociological comments.

In.uential artists/thinkers:
• E.H. Gombrich
• William Turner
• Felix Vallotton
• Francis Bacon
• Michelangelo.
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Figure 3.09: Photo taken from It’s Beautiful Here, Isn’t It . . . , a book about the work of 

20th-century photographer Luigi ghirri. ghirri took whimsical, poetic pictures of his Italian 

landscape, often employing optical puns and mixing the real and the representational.

3.4 Where am I now? exploring your 
surroundings

When investigating the art and culture of a speci!c place or region it is probably best 

to avoid tokenistic ‘cultural projects’ that only look super!cially at culture, for example 

famous monuments or other clichéd references. Instead, take a closer look at where 

you live now, the culture of the country where your school or college is located. Many 

students come from backgrounds that are culturally di)erent from the country in which 

they now live and of their host school, and can think about the di)erences. If you have 

lived all your life in the same place, you may never have looked into your own cultural 

background, society or physical surroundings. This section includes a series of activities 

designed to help you explore your culture and surroundings.

tokenistic: Doing 
something only to show 
that you are following 
rules or doing what is 
expected or seen to be 
fair, and not because 
you really believe it is 
the right thing to do.
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Figure 3.10: Paul gauguin, D’où venons nous? Que sommes nous? Où allons nous?, 1897. 

the inscription in the top left of gauguin’s painting (Where have we come from? What are 

we? Where are we going?) asks a marvellously complex question, one that a lifetime of 

art-making can only begin to try to address.

aCtIvIty 3.6: DraWIng vIeWPoInts

a) Take some time to visually investigate your immediate surroundings.

• Explore your physical environment: nature, vegetation, the buildings and 
spaces you live in, the streets and urban areas.

• Make notes and sketches, take photos, make videos: explore it all with an 
open mind, curiously.

• Note what you "nd interesting, what is important to you and what you 
care about in the world around you.

b)  Make a series of at least "ve small sketches of your surroundings in your 
visual journal.

• Try drawing from different perspectives (for example looking down, 
looking up).

• Include at least one detail and one panoramic view.

• Note what you most enjoyed drawing, and why.

Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?  

(Paul Gauguin)
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aCtIvIty 3.8: neW angLes: WaLKIng PHotograPHy

Take your camera with you for a one-day photography project. Go by yourself 
so that your whole attention can be focused on observing your surroundings.

• What elements strike you in your cityscape or landscape, or even in an 
interior space?

• Look for new angles and interesting viewpoints. Try a combination of close-
up, medium and long shots.

• Pay careful attention to how you frame each composition.

• Think about colour as an overall tone or a contrasting element.

• Take pictures with strong formal compositions, with the added interest of 
your observant cultural commentary.

• Try to communicate something about the place, the values and the people.

Take as many photos as you like but then select the ten images that 
evocatively capture a sense of your place and work together as a mini series.

• What are the unifying threads?

• What formal elements are strongest?

• What do these photos say about your chosen subject?

Give your series a title and write a caption for each image, describing your 
intentions.

Figure 3.11: these sketches in ink and wash by student anastasia Leonovich capture a 

sense of barcelona’s architecture and its characteristic ironwork. quick drawings such as 

these are also a form of visual note-taking that may be developed in studio work later on 

or included in your pp (covered in Chapter 8).

aCtIvIty 3.7: 
street DraWIng

Draw people in a 
public place such as a 
train station or a cafe. 
Let your drawings 
overlap each other 
and "ll the page as 
people enter and 
leave your view.

You might try using 
different coloured 
markers or pens for 
this, switching colours 
as you introduce a 
new "gure.
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Figure 3.12: Studio 01. student Karen Laanem took her camera with her when she visited 

the countryside where her family came from in estonia. these photos were the beginning 

of a project that developed into a very personal body of work. (you can see more of 

Karen’s work in Chapter 5.)

LooK uP some PHotograPHers WHose WorK exPLores a 
sense oF PLaCe, suCH as:

• William Eggleston
• Luigi Ghirri
• Brian Rose
• Robert Frank
• Ansel Adams
• David Spero
• Andreas Gursky
• Laura Volkerding.
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Figure 3.13: Kurt schwitters, 

Invisible Ink, 1947, was 

made with scraps of 

paper, tickets and other 

printed matter. notice how 

schwitters incorporated 

words and numbers as part 

of the content.

LooK at artIsts From tHe Past anD Present WHo use 
everyDay anD FounD objeCts to Create CoLLages – as In tHe 
examPLe In FIgure 3.13 by Kurt sCHWItters. For examPLe:

• George Braque
• Max Ernst
• Robert Rauschenberg
• Mimmo Rotella
• Eduardo Paolozzi
• Romare Bearden

• Faith Ringgold
• Hannah Höch
• John Stezaker
• Mark Bradford
• Mat Bryans.
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Figure 3.14: this 19th-century woollen 

shawl from Kashmir, India, has been 

embroidered with a pictorial map 

of srinigar, showing canals, bridges, 

boats and people in a bird’s-eye view.

bird’s-eye view: An 
overview, or a general 
view from above, as seen 
by a bird.

aCtIvIty 3.9: traCes oF PLaCes: CoLLage

Over the course of several days or more, collect small objects, natural and 
manmade: scraps of paper, a bus ticket, a leaf, things that tell stories of the 
place where you are. If it is a new place, this will have a quality of discovery, 
maybe writing in another language, a foreign coin. If the place is familiar, 
the objects you collect may tell a personal story: your own path through the 
landscape, and the interactions and stories that belong to this particular space.

• Arrange your objects onto a support (heavy paper, cardboard, wood – 
anything that provides a structure and holds it together).

• Create a pleasing composition.

• Think about the story that objects tell when placed together in a certain way.
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aCtIvIty 3.10: aLtereD maPs

Before you begin to make your own altered map, look at maps from different 
contexts. Old or ancient maps and charts are great for getting graphic ideas, 
such as the embroidered map depicted in Figure 3.14.

To make your altered map:

• Find an existing map of where you are.

• Make some photocopies of it and experiment on these before using the 
real map.

• Alter the map by drawing, cutting, folding, writing over, or otherwise 
transforming it.

• Superimpose your own landmarks, special places, memories and encounters

• Create a key (or code) for reading the map.

LooK uP at Least one oF tHese ContemPorary artIsts WHo 
use maPPIng as an exPressIve Form:

• Alighiero Boetti
• Kathy Prendergast
• Julie Mehretu

• Richard Long
• Guillermo Kuitca
• Simon Patterson.

Figure 3.15: Kathy 

Prendergast, City Drawings 

series, 1997, pencil on paper.

this delicate pencil drawing 

of a map of London is by 

contemporary Irish artist 

Kathy Prendergast – one of 

her many drawings of the 

world’s capital cities. she 

begins at the center of a 

small sketchbook page and 

works slowly outwards, 

the city spreading like a 

complex tangle of threads 

Loating in space.
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3.5 making connections

In section 3.4 you explored a range of media and di)erent visual and conceptual 

approaches to your surroundings. Let’s pause to re'ect on these experiences and make 

some connections between ideas, materials, artists and environment.

aCtIvIty 3.11: aDDIng reFLeCtIve Content

Adding text to your images on place will give the images contextual gravity 
and help to explain your thinking behind the making. You can incorporate 
your written re.ections around your existing drawings or you can create new 
visual journal pages.

Use the following questions to help guide your written re.ection in your 
visual journal.

• How do your ideas communicate through different media and materials?

• Which medium do you feel suits your own expressive intentions best?

• How have you made connections between other artists’ ways of working 
and your own?

• What have your studies revealed to you about your environment?

• What relationships do you see between your different pieces?

• What interests you and what would you like to explore further?

tip: Make small sketches or diagrams of your linked artworks in your journal with 
your written re.ections explaining the connections between them. You can do the 
same with artworks that have in.uenced your thinking. Be sure to acknowledge 
artists and cite your sources!
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Figure 3.16: visual journal page by student james mcgoldrick. by adding text to his /ne 

pen renderings of the berlin tv tower, james gives the drawings a contextual reference 

and explains his interest in the tv towers as both structures and icons.

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



Culture and place

60 

3
a personal response
So far in this book you have explored several art-making forms including drawing, 

photography, collage and map-making, and looked at artwork in these forms made by 

several artists. The activities you have done in section 3.4 will be excellent preparation 

for your next piece of work.

Based on these experiences and the information you have gathered, can you come up 

with an individual response to your surroundings in the medium of your choice?

stuDent examPLe: maHsHaD reZaeI

Figure 3.17: Passive Destruction by student mahshad rezaei. Place can also be an 

intimate setting, like this painting in oil and acrylic on board. mahshad has combined 

three different sketches of interior views of his house into one dreamlike sequence, 

evoking a personal, private space.
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3.6 site-speci/c art

A site-speci/c artwork is done in response to a speci!c place and is in direct relationship 

with its surroundings. Site-speci!c art includes a range of practices from large-scale land 

art to urban street art. Sometimes the artwork can be moved and still be relevant in 

another setting but usually it is tied to the original place. Viewers are very much involved 

in the work as they are present on the site too and engaging with the same surroundings 

as the artist. Site speci!c can also refer to the very speci!c placement of artwork within 

gallery spaces, responding to the elements or furniture within the gallery space.

Site speci!city is not a modern invention, although we tend to think of it as a 

contemporary art movement. Much of the art of the past was site speci!c, created 

speci!cally for a certain building or place, often commissioned by a religious entity. 

Think of the frescos by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel, the mosaics in the Great 

Mosque in Damascus, or the great pyramids of Giza.

site-speci/c art: A work 
of art designed for a 
speci"c location that has 
a meaningful relationship 
with that place.

sPotLIgHt on tHe stuDent: maHsHaD reZaeI

Nationality: Iranian
Born: Tehran

Main artistic interests:
• the role of women in Iranian culture
• "nding a balance between the western and Middle East ways of thinking
• love for design and pattern making
• "nding uniqueness in different cultures.

In.uential artists/writers :
• Angela Carter
• Francis Bacon
• Shirin Neshat
• Mohammad Ehsai
• Hoda Afshar.
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Figure 3.18: stonehenge 

(great britain, 3000 bCe) 

is a site-speci/c neolithic 

monument, designed in 

perfect alignment with the 

solar and lunar calendar. It 

was made in a very speci/c 

place and its signi/cance 

depends on its relationship 

to that place.

Figure 3.19: For Surrounded 

Islands in biscayne bay, 

Florida, 1983, Christo and 

jeanne-Claude surrounded 

11 islands with pink nylon 

fabric that followed the 

contours of the islands, 

creating a luminous and 

playful contrast.

Religious art has often been in response to a particular site, but lay artists have also 

worked site speci!cally in the past. And broadly speaking, all architecture and garden 

design (an early form of land art) is of course site speci!c. So nothing new here!

Christo and Jeanne-Claude, a pair of artists who were partners in life and in art, created 

site-speci!c art all over the world from the 1970s onwards. Together they planned 

and oversaw massive-scale projects such as Wrapped Coast in Sydney, Valley Curtain in 

Colorado and Surrounded Islands in Florida. Their work also addressed urban landmarks 

such as the Pont Neuf in Paris, the Reichstag in Berlin, and the gates of Central Park, 

New York City. By wrapping and concealing aspects of familiar landscapes, the artists 

created new ways for us to experience them.
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Figure 3.20: the drawings 

and collages made by 

Christo and jeanne-Claude 

are what remain after the 

large-scale installations 

are taken down. the 

artists used the proceeds 

from the sale of these 

works on paper to /nance 

their projects. 

aCtIvIty 3.12: 
Dream bIg

In your journal, 
design a large-scale 
land art project for a 
speci"c place in the 
world. You are only 
making the plan so 
you might as well 
dream big. Unless you 
get crowd-funded, 
you probably wont 
be making the actual 
piece – at least not 
yet! Write a short 
rationale to support 
your idea.

aCtIvIty 3.13: aCt LoCaL

Try the opposite approach to Activity 3.12 and make something low impact 
and non-invasive in your own environment. This could be in a natural or 
urban environment.

Note: If you want to make street art or paint a graf"ti wall, make sure that 
you have permission to do so in that particular place and that you respect the 
property of others. There are many situations in which artists are welcome to 
make works in public places: with a bit of research you can "nd out where that 
might be in your community.

Installation art
The term installation art describes an artistic genre that involves a transformation of a 

space. Generally, the term is applied to interior spaces, whereas outdoor interventions are 

often called land art, but the boundaries between these terms overlap.
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Installation art can be either temporary or permanent. Many installations are site-speci!c 

in that they are designed to exist only in the space for which they were created. This 

kind of art opens up a broader sensory experience, rather than focusing on a single 

object like a painting on a wall or a sculpture on a pedestal.

Ars longa, vita brevis (Latin, attributed to the Ancient Greek physician 

Hippocrates, translates in English as ‘Art is long, life is short’. In other words, art 

outlasts human life.)

Figure 3.21: In this photo 

a student at La vigna art 

studios, Pisa is making a  

site-speci/c artwork. she 

is wrapping cotton yarn 

around the knots in the 

trees to accentuate the 

natural shapes that bear 

an uncanny resemblance 

to eyes.

Figure 3.22: berndnaut 

smilde, Nimbus 

d’Aspremont, 2012 

(ephemeral materials). 

Dutch artist berndnaut 

smilde creates 

installations of clouds 

suspended in space for 

only a few moments 

and captured through 

video documentation 

and photography. these 

ephemeral installations are 

also site speci/c, the setting 

contributing signi/cantly to 

the overall experience.

ephemeral: Existing 
only for a short time, 
impermanent, transient.
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Transient or ephemeral artworks are those that exist only for a determined period of 

time – they are not intended to last.

• Does this make it any less valuable as an art piece?

• Does art need to be permanent to endure in our minds?

• Does this challenge the notion that art outlasts human life?

• What does the interest in ephemeral, less solid materials say about the world we live in?

aCtIvIty 3.14: DIsCover an InstaLLatIon artIst

Choose an artist from the list, then use the following questions to help you 
write about the artist’s work.

• What is the relationship of the work to the space it is shown in?

• What kinds of materials does the artist use and how do they play a role in 
the outcome?

• Is this work permanent, temporary or ephemeral? Does time play a role?

• How does the viewer interact with the work? Is it participative?

• What do you think is the artist’s intention in making this work?

• How do you relate to this work? What appeals to you about it or not?

InstaLLatIon artIsts:

• Jeanne-Claude and Christo
• Louise Bourgeois
• Gabriel Orozco
• Allora & Calzadilla
• Emily Jacir
• Olafur Eliasson
• Doris Salcedo
• Rachel Whiteread
• Ann Hamilton
• Cornelia Parker
• Ernesto Neto
• Fischli/Weiss.
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For two months, I opened my studio to anyone who wanted to sew with me 

on this Memorial. Over 140 people came, the majority of them I had never 

met before. They came as lawyers, bankers, !lmmakers, dentists, consultants, 

musicians, playwrights, artists, human rights activists, teachers, etcetera. They 

came as Palestinians (some of whom come from these villages), as Israelis (who 

grew up on the remains of these villages) and people from a multitude of 

countries. (Emily Jacir)

Places, materials, ideas
An installation can begin with a place or space. You can create a work for a speci!c 

space: small, large, open or closed.

An installation can be born from materials. You can create an installation piece using 

materials as a starting point. Collect materials or use found or discarded materials.

An installation can emerge from an idea. A concept or idea, such as exclusion or 

inclusion, can be the starting point for an installation.

If you have a thematic focus already in your work then this will provide a starting point 

for thinking about an installation piece. If you don’t have a theme or an idea in mind, begin with 

choosing where you want to make your installation, and let the concept be led by the place.

When choosing a place to create an installation, think about the signi!cance of the space. Is it 

intimate and enclosed (like a wardrobe), or is it an open public space (like the school cafeteria)? 

Who will see this and under what circumstances? Consider the viewer’s experience.

Make notes and sketches to plan your work. Watch how ideas develop and change as 

you begin to encounter the physical reality of making the work. You may end up with 

something completely di)erent from the idea you started with . . . that’s art!

Figure 3.23: emily jacir, 

Memorial to 418 Palestinian 

Villages Which Were 

Destroyed, Depopulated 

and Occupied by Israel in 

1948, 2001. Palestinian-

american artist emily 

jacir, best known for 

her politically charged 

conceptual photography, 

video and installation 

projects, was an Ib art 

student herself. this 

installation features a 

refugee tent, embroidery 

thread, and a log book of all 

the people who came to her 

studio and participated in 

stitching the names of the 

villages on the tent.
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summary

In this chapter you have witnessed how looking at the culture and context from which 

art arises can help broaden our understanding of art.

Through a series of art-making activities that explore di)erent media and conceptual 

approaches, you have experienced new ways of thinking about place and culture. You have 

considered the impact of place and time on a given artwork and re'ected on how your own 

work can be in'uenced by your surroundings and personal cultural background. You have 

learned about site-speci!c art and how place and space can impact the viewer’s experience.

Figure 3.24: Don edler, 

work in progress. the artist 

surveys his site-speci/c 

installation: a plasterboard 

wall with a cut-out 

window in the woods at 

I-Park in rural Connecticut, 

an entirely useless but 

nevertheless evocative 

object. the construction 

will remain inde/nitely, 

provoking curiosity from the 

passing hikers.

aCtIvIty 3.15: sIte-sPeCIFIC InstaLLatIon

Make a site-speci"c installation piece of your own. Choose one of these 
starting points.

• Create an unexpected barrier or a wall within a space or outdoors.

• Use cast-off and found objects, create and furnish a ‘room’ or, on a smaller 
scale, a shelf or miniature room in a box.

• Make an alteration to a space that creates subtle visual confusion (for 
example, turn the pictures on a wall upside down).

• Move something out of its context and environment (for example, a boat 
on a rooftop).

tip: Document your 
work thoroughly with 
photos and video; 
the installation may 
be temporary but the 
documentation is the 
testimony that remains. 
You will need a good 
record of it if you decide 
to include this work in 
your "nal assessment.
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Introduction

This chapter investigates the cultural signi�cance of materials, looking at both traditional 

�ne arts media and the uses of new and emerging media in contemporary practice. You 

will re�ect on art and meaning and how the speci�c materials that an artist (including 

yourself) chooses contribute to constructing meaning.

As IB visual art students you are encouraged to explore di$erent art forms, materials, 

techniques and conceptual approaches and to choose which of these to elaborate in 

your studio work and show in your process portfolio (PP; covered in Chapter 8). In this 

chapter you will explore diverse art forms, looking at examples of student work from the 

range of art-making forms set out in the IB DP Visual Arts Guide.

Note:  The examples presented in this chapter are only a sampling of kinds of student 

artwork that are possible: not all art forms are represented. The work shown includes 

examples of resolved artworks and some visual journal pages/PP screens. The resolved 

studio work would be included in the student’s �nal exhibition (see Chapter 9) rather 

than submitted in their PP.

 LearnIng objeCtIves

 • Gain familiarity with a range of techniques and art-making forms.

 • Explore two-dimensional art forms.

 • Explore three-dimensional art forms.

 • Explore lens-based, electronic and screen-based art forms.

 • Explore conceptual and material signi�cance.

4.1 techniques and art-making forms

Art is magic delivered from the lie of being truth.  

(Theodor W. Adorno)

There are as many approaches to making art as there are artists. Your own practice will 

grow and change throughout the course as you engage in a variety of art-making forms 

and techniques. The artists that you study, the materials you choose to work with and 

the concepts (ideas) that you decide to explore will all help to shape and guide your 

development as an artist.

Choosing a medium that is appropriate to your concept is the key to the success of your 

artwork, not only for conceptual pieces. The materials you use, the surfaces you work 

with, the marks you make, the colours you choose, the scale of the work – all of these 

contribute to the overall e$ect and how the work communicates. You will be able to 
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make these choices more easily once you have experimented with a variety of materials 

and techniques.

All students are required to work across di$erent art-making forms in their PP in order 

to gain some familiarity with techniques and materials. The IB art-making forms table is 

divided into three columns:

Two-dimensional 
forms

Three-dimensional 
forms

Lens-based, electronic and 
screen-based forms

(The di$erent requirements for SL and HL are discussed in discussed in Chapter 8.)

What art-making form is it?
There are times when a piece of artwork could �t into more than one column of the 

IB art-making forms table. A collage may become a three-dimensional assemblage, 

depending on the materials used. A gra6ti mural may be both two-dimensional (a spray 

painting) and three-dimensional (carried out on a site-speci�c wall). A video (lens- 

based) may be part of a sculptural (3D) installation. In these cases you may discuss with 

your teacher where to place the work in relation to the art-making forms requirements 

(described in Chapter 8).

Figure 4.01: Sock Monster 

by student sage Dever is 

a mixed-media collage/

assemblage. sage uses an 

expressive combination 

of materials (felt, paper, 

markers, thread, buttons), 

colours and shapes for this 

whimsical character.
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Figure 4.02: Detail of Map of an 

Englishman (detail of a much larger 

piece), 2004. grayson Perry uses 

the format of an antique map and 

the cosy drawing style of an old-

fashioned illustrated children’s 

book to create his imaginary ‘map’, 

playing with language, humour and 

contemporary british culture.

4.2 two-dimensional art forms

Two-dimensional work encompasses a huge range of techniques and processes for 

creating imagery. It includes all kinds of drawing, painting, printmaking, graphics, 

frottage, collage, and anything that has a two-dimensional form.

Drawing
Drawing is a visual artist’s thinking tool: it helps us to understand the physical world in terms 

of form, space and line and is a ‘way in’ to visual thinking. Drawing used to be considered 

mainly as a preparation for making art in other forms such as painting or sculpture, but today 

it stands as its own unique art form. Contemporary drawing encompasses a wide range of 

approaches, from hyper-realistic to purely abstract, from expansive wall drawings to postage-

stamp-sized miniatures, and an equally wide range of mark-making.

Here, contemporary British artist Grayson Perry talks about how he makes use of many 

sources and experiences to create his splendidly wacky drawings, for example, Figure 4.2.

Until we can insert a USB into our ear and download our thoughts, drawing 

remains the best way of getting visual information on to the page. I draw as a 

collagist, juxtaposing images and styles of mark-making from many sources.  

The world I draw is the interior landscape of my own personal obsessions 

and of cultures I have absorbed and adapted, from Latvian folk art to Japanese 

screens. I lasso thoughts with a pen.

Mark-making: Marks 
are used to create an 
image but mark-making 
can also be explored 
for its expressive value. 
The quality of the 
mark depends on many 
factors: the tool used, the 
medium and the surface, 
as well as the hand 
making the mark.

tip: Make notes in your 
visual arts journal of 
the medium and the 
techniques you are using 
as you go along. Any 
work you put in your PP 
should be accompanied 
by a written explanation 
of why you have included 
it. Any work that you 
choose for your exhibition 
should be accompanied 
by an exhibition text 
that states the medium 
used. (Note that the 
requirements shown in 
the art-making forms 
table do not necessarily 
apply to work you select 
for your exhibition.)
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If you want to improve your drawing skills, start drawing from life. You will gain 

understanding of volume and space by observing the three-dimensional world directly 

rather than looking at it �attened on a screen or copying images of images. Begin 

practising observational drawing with a still life or a self-portrait, or look to nature for 

complex, beautiful and challenging forms ‘in the round’ (in three dimensions). Activities 

4.1–4.3 focus on observational drawing.

aCtIvIty 4.1: observatIonaL stILL-LIFe DraWIng

Make an observational drawing (drawn directly from life, not from a 
photograph or from memory).

• Choose several objects that work well together or tell a story.

• Set up a composition of the objects on a table surface, adding visual interest 
(for example, include a patterned cloth on the table or as the background).

• Create a direct light source.

• First, map out your composition lightly with a pencil.

• Adjust the proportional relationships between objects, looking at the 
negative space around the objects.

• Complete your drawing using charcoal or an ink wash.

Figure 4.03: Drawing 

(charcoal on paper) by 

student enrico giori. He 

has chosen a cleaning 

cupboard as the subject of 

this still life, in line with 

his personal exploration 

of domesticity. the clutter 

of the closet is rendered 

with bold gestural mark 

marks and strong diagonal 

lines. He uses a range of 

tonal values achieved by 

using both vine charcoal 

(lighter) and compressed 

charcoal (darker).

tonal values: This refers 
to the degree of light 
or dark on a grey scale 
(from white to black).

still life: A still life is 
an arrangement of 
inanimate objects.
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stuDent exaMPLe: PoLIna ZaKHarova

Figure 4.04: Pencil and ink drawing by student Polina Zakharova. this drawing uses 

observational, expressive and imaginative drawing styles. Polina has devised a 

composition that creates tension through a compressed and claustrophobic space, the 

three Dgures framed by the disjointed arms.

Here, student Polina Zakharova tells us about her passion for drawing people that 

are important to her:

Drawing became a new way for me to express my feelings. I started o$ 

from drawing portraits, and people still are my favourite subject matter. 

However, it is necessary to highlight that it is important for me to 

have feelings for the person I am drawing or painting. It can be feeling 

of respect of friendship, but is mostly a$ection, care and tenderness 

that provoke to make a portrait. To me it is a special way of making a 

photograph – however, a photograph is not as personal as the process of 

drawing or painting, I prefer the last two. I want to keep the person in 

my sketchbook, or in my portfolio, and keep it there, just as others keep 

photographs of their loved ones in their purse.

aCtIvIty 4.2: seLF-PortraIt vIeWPoInt

Draw yourself in a mirror. This is not an idealised ‘sel0e’ – your objective is not 
to 3atter but to observe carefully.

For a different viewpoint, try one of these variations:

• Place the mirror above or below you for a bird’s-eye or $sh-eye view.

• Use a convex mirror to create a distorted effect.
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aCtIvIty 4.3: gHost DraWIng

This exercise gives new life to an old pencil drawing and encourages you to 
revisit a piece of your work that you aren’t happy with.

• Choose a piece of work to revisit.

• Smudge it all over really well.

• Gently erase some lines through it until you can barely recognise the image.

• Redraw the same image over the top of the old, letting the old image be 
the ‘ghost’ of the new.

aCtIvIty 4.4: 
MarK-MaKIng: 
FounD LInes

• Observe different 
kinds of lines in 
your environment: 
the cracks in the 
pavement, a 
piece of found 
wire, a tangle of 
cables, a knot of 
delicate hair.

• Make a series 
of line drawings 
of these in your 
journal, using 
various drawing 
media: pencil, pen, 
marker, biro and 
graphite, adding 
descriptive notes.

stuDent exaMPLe: jaMes McgoLDrICK

Figure 4.05: In this visual journal page, student james Mcgoldrick 

explores cross-hatching as a kind of mark-making to build up 

areas of shadow. He also applies cross-hatching to different 

shapes to create volume.
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Figure 4.06: Drawing #12 by student james Mcgoldrick. this ink-pen drawing is built 

up of multiple marks, loosely cross-hatched and layered. the student is developing 

his own personal style with expressive mark-making and curvilinear forms.

Here, student James McGoldrick tells us how his work has been in�uenced by his 

investigations into German art:

In my art, I try to show the German culture and mentality as  

I experienced them prior to moving to a country that is, in many 

ways, di$erent from my own. Art has been the tool that I turned to 

in order to express the ardent bond I feel with my native culture. By 

experimenting with di$erent media, such as linocut, 3D model-building 

and photography, I tried to depict what I thought German culture truly 

resembled to me. In�uential German artists, such as painter Otto Dix, 

and printmaker Albrecht Dürer, created a foundation of inspiration for 

my own artwork.
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You can draw on practically any kind of surface and you can use any number of tools 

to make marks. Depending on type of paper, rough, smooth, coloured, printed, you can 

create di$erent textures, colours and contexts for your drawing.

aCtIvIty 4.5: DraWIng tHe neWs

This activity is a response to current events in the world and requires you to 
select your content carefully.

• Make a drawing that is an exact copy of a section of a newspaper page, 
including both image and text.

• Explain why this topic is interesting to you.

• What are you saying about it by copying it?

• Enlarge or crop the image as suits your intentions.

aCtIvIty 4.6: DraWIng on FIve surFaCes

Create a series of drawings of the same subject on $ve differently textured 
or coloured surfaces and discuss in your journal how each surface impacts 
the drawing.

Suggestions:

• graph paper

• tracing paper

• toned paper

• book pages

• found paper

• corrugated cardboard

• sandpaper

• fabric.

Drawing on walls or 3oors or any (nearly) unde0ned surface allows the 
drawing to 3ow over edges into other spaces, suggesting continuity and 
expansion. A drawing or painting on a wall or another built surface could 
be considered as a 3D art form.

aCtIvIty 4.7: 
MarK-MaKIng 
WItH nature

Experiment with 
using natural 
materials or processes 
to make marks. Keep 
a scienti0c record of 
the process.

• Try making marks 
with plants, berries, 
stones, ash or other 
natural substances.

• Leave a piece of 
paper out in the 
rain or the sun 
for a day or a few 
days; see what 
happens. Use 
this surface as a 
starting point for 
a drawing.

Drawing surface: This 
refers to the paper or 
any other support – 
for example, wood, 
cardboard, a tablet, 
a wall – on which a 
drawing is made.

Painting, collage and 2D mixed media
Painting, another major player in two-dimensional forms, includes a vast range of media 

and techniques such as oil, acrylic, egg-tempera, watercolour, gouache, ink, and mixed 

media. There are as many ways to apply paint as there are surfaces and subject matter.

tip: Document all of 
these activities in your 
visual arts journal with 
notes about the materials 
and techniques you are 
using, your observations 
and photos of the 
process. This will be 
useful when assembling 
your PP.
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The support that is used to paint on can also communicate meaning. In Noa 

(Figure 4.07), student Sage Dever uses cardboard as the support for her acrylic painting. 

Cardboard has a throwaway aesthetic – in other words it doesn’t feel very precious, and it 

is cheap and easy to �nd. She paints on an unprepared surface, leaving the raw cardboard 

as the background colour and texture. The face is also exposed cardboard, making a 

marked contrast to the ghoulish white of the hands. In�uences of Egon Schiele, an artist 

Sage studied, are clearly discernible in the angular, exaggerated drawing of hands and 

facial features. The stylised hair is painted in bright, saturated colours, which contrast 

with the dull brown of the cardboard.

Supports
A support is the material or surface on which a painting is created, usually paper, canvas 

or a wooden panel.

Figure 4.07: Noa by student 

sage Dever is an acrylic 

painting on cardboard. 

strong drawing skills 

and good understanding 

of colour underpin 

this composition.
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Supports include:

• Paper: good for light work, collage, sketching and drawing, using inks and 

watercolours, gouache, acrylic and so forth. Paper comes in a huge range of textures, 

weights, tones and colours.

• Cardboard: slightly stronger than paper, it’s cheap, but creates a certain e$ect, a 

‘throwaway’ aesthetic.

• Wood panels: a board is more rigid than canvas and useful in circumstances where 

a strong support is needed. Panels can be used with traditional gessos, or when a �ne, 

detailed �nish is required.

• Canvas and linen: these need to be stretched on a frame (stretcher) and prepared 

with gesso or sized. Canvas is normally used for oil or acrylic paintings. Try stretching 

your own rather than buying a pre-fabricated canvas; you will notice the di$erence.

• Stretcher: the wooden supports for the canvas.

There are many other two-dimensional art-making forms to explore besides drawing 

and painting: for example, collage, printmaking, camera-less photography, paper-cutting, 

graphic design and illustration – almost anything on a �at surface. Experiment widely 

and fearlessly!

Figure 4.08 Mixed media 

collage by student so young 

Lim. she uses a combination 

of drawing, photographs, 

watercolour and acrylic 

paint and marker pens 

to create this dynamic, 

contemporary take on the 

classic fairy tale Hansel 

and Gretel.

Collage: Collage comes 
from the French word 
coller, to glue. A collage 
may include all sorts 
of paper and other 
materials, newspaper 
clippings, coloured or 
hand-made papers, 
portions of other artwork 
or texts, photographs and 
other found objects, all 
glued to a support.
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Printmaking
Printmaking is an art form in which multiple prints are produced from a single image. 

The original image is transferred by inking and printing from a printing plate, block, 

stamp or stencil. Because you are able to create multiples of any print, you have the 

possibility of working work back into them, drawing over, collaging onto, generally 

experimenting without the fear of spoiling the single piece.

stuDent exaMPLe: KsenIa KLIMova

Figure 4.09: Close-up from a monotype series, Movement of Pain, by student Ksenia 

Klimova. this expressive image has a sense of immediacy but also of intimacy. 

Ksenia made drawings from photographs of children at the Imperial War museum’s 

Holocaust exhibition in London, which she felt resembled a dance/movement of pain. 

she then used the monotype printing technique, which permits a loose, gestural 

drawing style and which she felt expressed the morbid character of her subject.

Monotype: A monotype 
is painted directly on a 
piece of glass or plastic 
and printed onto paper. It 
is usually a one-of-a-kind 
print, although you can 
make variations.
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Printmaking terms

relief print: A print 
which is made from 
the raised portions of 
a carved block, like a 
rubber stamp.

Linoleum print: A 
relief print carved into 
linoleum.

Intaglio print: A print 
made from ink forced 
into the recessed lines 
of a block or plate, like 
etching or engraving. 
This technique requires 
a press.

embossing: A raised 
pattern or design 
created by pressure 
without any ink.

Frottage: The technique 
or process of taking a 
rubbing from an uneven 
surface to form the basis 
of a work of art.

Frottage

aCtIvIty 4.8: Frottage textures

Look for low-relief textures and patterns in your environment: for example in 
iron-work or textured wallpaper:

• Make a frottage, placing paper over the texture and rubbing with a 
graphite stick.

• Note where each texture/pattern was found.

• Make an artwork that incorporates these textures.

graphics and illustration
Graphic design is a form of visual communication that includes combinations of text, 

photos, illustrations, logos and symbols, and is often seen in advertising, book and web 

design. If you are working with this art-making form, you might use a combination of 

digital and �ne-arts media.

tip: For assessment 
purposes, graphic design 
work may be considered 
either as a 2D or as a 
digital art-making form.

sPotLIgHt on tHe stuDent: KsenIa KLIMova

Nationality: Russian
Born: Moscow

Main artistic interests:
• Russian cultural heritage
• simple and ordinary people
• emotions, neuroscience
• politics.

In3uential artists:
• Anselm Kiefer
• Jindřich Štreit
• Ryan Tippery
• Harding Meyer
• Jenny Saville
• Henry Moore.
• Tommy Lee Hunson.
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Illustration is also a form of graphics that illustrates a subject or an idea, often with 

a narrative content, and includes book illustration, fashion illustration, cartoons and 

graphic novels.

Figure 4.10: a visual journal page by student jacob elias Meyers jing Long planning a 

packaging design using adobe Illustrator. the product is jacob’s own clay tile designs, so 

he is making a 3D form, designing the packaging (2D) as shown here, and creating the 

package (digital media).
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stuDent exaMPLe: juLIa granILLo tostaDo

Figure 4.11: In bocca al lupo by student julia granillo tostado. julia created 

illustrations drawing on imagery from fairy tales in european culture. the title (Italian) 

translates literally as ‘Into the mouth of the wolf’ and is used to offer support, as in 

‘Don’t be scared’.

sPotLIgHt on tHe stuDent: JULiA GRANiLLO TOSTAdO

nationality: Mexican
born: Mexico City

Main artistic interests:
• spaces which transmit emotion
• stories without words
• combination of naive and sinister worlds
• Mexican folklore
• applying fairy tales to tell a personal story
• sexual awakening and loss of innocence.

in9uential artists/writers:
• Edward Gorey
• Henri Matisse
• J.M.W. Turner
• Lewis Carroll
• The Grimm Brothers
• Hans Christian Andersen.
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4.3 three-dimensional art forms

The second column of the IB art-making forms table refers to three-dimensional work, 

which includes a huge range of media and techniques. sculpture of all kinds is included: 

ceramics, wood, metal, glass, resin, assemblage, found objects, collections, casts, moulds 

and mobiles. Designed objects such as vessels, furniture, fashion and accessories may be 

considered three-dimensional work. Textiles, tapestries and �bre art, environmental art 

and site-speci�c installations – there is all of this and more to explore.

sculpture and assemblage
Sculpture may be carved, cast, moulded, modelled, welded or assembled using a wide 

range of materials, traditional and non-traditional.

sculpture: Three-
dimensional art form 
where objects that 
represent a person, idea 
or thing are formed out 
of material(s) such as 
clay, stone, wood, metal, 
metal, styrofoam.

assemblage: Three-
dimensional collage 
work produced by 
the incorporation of 
everyday objects into 
the composition.

Figure 4.12: student work (low-relief assemblage) made in a masterclass with sculptor 

andrea Locci at La vigna art studios. these whimsical characters are made of recycled 

materials assembled with drills and screws (not glue) and mounted on a painted wood base.

tip: If you are using found objects to create a new artwork, the resulting 
combination of objects can be considered an original art piece. (See also 
Chapter 9.) When working with found or sourced objects always label them 
as such in your exhibition text.
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aCtIvIty 4.9: MIxeD-MeDIa asseMbLage

Create a character assembled from different materials.

• Collect different kinds of printed material, buttons, sequins, hardware 
and so on.

• Cut and prepare a base shape from wood, metal or cardboard.

• Add features and details by collaging or assembling from your 
collected material.

• Mount your character on a base or attach a hook on the back to hang 
on a wall.

• Explain the reasons of your choices of speci$c media and how these 
materials communicate your artistic intentions.

stuDent exaMPLe: MarCus sPeCHt

Figure 4.13 Symphonic Dissonance, or The Orchestra of the World, a sculptural installation 

by student Marcus specht, consists of musical instruments hand-crafted by him. the 

instruments are based on different regions of the world, and are both real and imagined.

Here, student Marcus Specht writes about the thinking behind his piece:

I am trying to represent the possibility of an ‘orchestra of the world’ 

made up of seemingly con�icting ideas that, although they may produce 

dissonance, do not necessarily result in cacophony. I am using the metaphor 

of the symphony, composed of all kinds of instruments, real and imagined, 

European, African, Australian to show diversity and to explore my thoughts 

on living in a globalised world made of many cultures and sounds.

tip: When photographing 
your work for your 
exhibition (Chapter 9), 
remember that this is the 
evidence the examiner 
will see. Figure 4.14 is a 
good example of properly 
photographed 3D 
artwork: the photograph 
is evenly lit and sharply 
focused against a solid 
black background.
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stuDent exaMPLe: eLeanor WeLLs

Figure 4.14: Leave No Trace (resin and acrylic paint) by student eleanor Wells.

Here, Eleanor writes about the meaning of her art work:

This piece is made of various resin blocks with my �ngerprints cast inside 

in black and red acrylic paint. Fingerprints are a sign of our individuality – 

no one has the same �ngerprint. I used �ngerprints because we leave them 

everywhere, yet cannot see them. They are used to identify us, but tell us 

nothing of who we really are.
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Designed objects, textiles and fashion
Furniture, vessels, designed objects, textiles, weaving, printed fabrics, architecture and 

fashion design are all 3D art forms. Some art works in this category, but certainly not 

all, are designed with a practical function and purpose in mind. (See Chapter 7 for a 

discussion of function and purpose.)

Figure 4.15: this sculptural (non-wearable) dress by student shihaam adams is made 

of paper and mixed media constructed on a rigid support. shihaam was inspired by 

alexander McQueen’s fashion designs and by origami folding.

site-speciDc and ephemeral materials
Site-speci�c art, land art, installations and murals are considered part of 3D art forms. 

(See also Chapter 3, which introduces site-speci�c and installation art in the context of 

environment and place.)

The concept of what can be used to make art today includes materials unthinkable a 

hundred years ago: crystals, pollen, blood, rain, the internet, clouds . . . There is a move 

in contemporary art practice towards more ephemeral materials, things that have no 

longevity or durability. Installations are dismantled after a brief period of time, live 

performance pieces �nish, organic material disintegrates. These impermanent works are 

documented with video or still photography and the documentation is usually what 

remains of the artwork.
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stuDent exaMPLe: WonHee Lee

Figure 4.16: Steamvine by student Wonhee Lee is constructed from 12 mm copper 

pipes, epoxy adhesive, wood, nails, acrylic paint, Dshing wire, and a humidiDer in a 

black box. this sculptural installation has ephemeral, sensory qualities (steam, heat) 

that are best experienced live.

Here, Wonhee writes about the inspiration for Steamvine:

This experimental sculpture explores the element of steam and the power 

of heat. I was initially inspired by the Israeli artist Sigalit Landau and her 

project One Man’s Floor is Another Man’s Feelings (2011), which used water 

instead of steam. Vapour, like blur, for me evokes imagination and memories.

(You can learn more about the thinking process and construction of Wonhee’s work 

in Chapter 8.)

aCtIvIty 4.16: 
unConventIonaL 
MaterIaLs

Think of an unusual 
material that you feel 
has a powerful charge 
in itself. Brainstorm 
an art piece using this 
material. Make it!

• Record your 
process with notes 
and images in your 
visual journal.

• document the 
0nished piece with 
video or photos.

• Written re9ection: 
Do materials have 
power of their own 
or does the artist 
imbue the material 
with its power?
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4.4 Lens-based, electronic and 
screen-based art forms

Column three of the IB art-making forms table includes time-based and sequential art such 

as animation and performance art, lens-based photography and moving image, lens-less 

media such as photogram/rayograph, pinhole photography, cyanotype, digital collage and 

montage, video, projections, screen-based graphics and software generated design.

Time-based and sequential art forms
Time-based and sequential art forms include animation, storyboard, performance art and 

any work that takes place over a period of time.

Figure 4.17: This time-

based performance piece 

by student Alberte Holmø 

Bojesens is documented in a 

seven-minute &lm. Alberte 

describes the performance 

in her exhibition text: 

‘The piece depicts how 

adolescents dance around 

in their own little world, 

egoism made visual through 

dance and music. The eerie 

feeling is created by sheets 

and blue light, inspired by 

the choreography in the &lm 

First Born [dir. Isaac Webb] 

and by Christo’s Running 

Fence. The original dance 

and sound are inspired by 

the musician Nick Cave’s 

performances.’

Tip: When documenting 
time-based work for 
your �nal exhibition, 
be sure to state clearly 
in the exhibition text 
in what medium you 
presented it: was it a live 
performance piece or a 
video projection of the 
performance?
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Lens-based and digital/screen-based art forms
Lens-based media includes photography, montage projections and any work captured 

through a lens. Digital and screen-based forms include software-generated images, vector 

graphics and vector design.

Figure 4.18: Process portfolio screen by student Meiqi Liu. on this screen she is Dguring out 

how to make the Dgure move across the page by studying eadweard Muybridge’s photos 

and Michelangelo’s sculptures of the human body. she is working out transitions for her 

own hand-drawn animation Unexpected Encounter about a boy on a journey of discovery.

aCtIvIty 4.17: DraWIng anIMatIon

A simple animation can be created with a series of drawings and still photos.

• draw a storyboard to plan the 9ow of your sequence.

• draw each frame and photograph it (try black marker line drawings for 
a simple effect, or use charcoal and erasure (as in the work of William 
Kentridge) reworking the same drawing for each frame).

• Use computer software programs (such as iMovie, Keynote) to turn your 
drawings into an animation.

William Kentridge: 
William Kentridge is a 
South African artist well 
known for his animated 
0lms, as well as his 
drawings and prints. 
Kentridge makes his 
animations by 0lming a 
charcoal drawing, making 
slight changes (adding or 
erasing), 0lming again 
and continuing like this 
for each frame until the 
end of the scene.
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stuDent exaMPLe: eLIsabetH Lauer

Here, student Elisabeth Lauer writes about her challenges in making Me and Animal:

In order to fuse two images to look like one picture I had to use two 

images of similar quality, adjusting size and colour. I did my animal/human 

face series more for fun than as a statement, but I researched Le Brun’s 

System on Physiognomy and discovered that historically humans have long 

assigned meaning to facial features reminiscent of animals.

Figures 4.19 and 4.20: Me and Animal (left) by student elisabeth Lauer is a digital 

image created in Photoshop, part of a series in which she merges her own self-portraits 

with different animal faces. Her journal page (right) shows part of the process and 

development of this series. this page discusses a different image in the series, a leopard, 

which uses the same concept and technique as in Figure 4.19.

Elisabeth’s journal page (Figure 4.20) shows the development of her ideas and the 

steps involved in creating the images in her series of prints.

tip: When using digital media it is equally as important to document the process 
as with other techniques, so take lots of screenshots! You can include the 
documentation in your visual journal or directly in your PP.
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Figure 4.21: Collage montage from the series Urban Collages by student jacob elias 

Meyers jing Long. jacob created them by manipulating and reassembling his photographs 

of buildings in his environment. He says he is interested in forming an ‘artiDcial urban 

identity using images of physically existing structures’. the work explores composition, 

space and perspective by cropping and combining different viewpoints.
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stuDent exaMPLe: garanCe Courbon

Figure 4.22: Judge Not by student garance Courbon is a digital software-generated 

image of her original design and concept. she exhibited the work as a digital print, 

poster size 29.7 × 21 cm.

Here, student Garance Courbon re�ects on the meaning of her imagery and the 

in�uences on her work in this comment from her curatorial rationale:

This is an illustration of a quote by Nietzsche: ‘One must not let oneself be 

misled: they say “Judge not!” but they send to Hell everything that stands 

in their way.’ I picked this quote because I am interested in the theme 

of existentialism and because I felt it represented our race very well. The 

scythe represents the ‘send to hell’ part as it reminds us of reapers. She has 

her hand on her heart to show the will not to judge and to be good. The 

scythe is hidden behind her to illustrate the deceiving nature of humans. 

My artistic in�uences are a mixture of Art Nouveau, from my French 

background, and a personal interest in manga. The Art Nouveau style 

in�uenced the scythe, the banner and the gender of the character.
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4.5 the medium has a message

Choosing an appropriate medium that is best suited to your intentions is like �nding the 

right words to express your ideas. The materials and techniques an artist uses, the way 

the medium is handled, the surfaces, the kind of mark-making, all of these contribute to 

the mood and meaning of the work. Each medium has its unique visual qualities, but it 

also has conceptual connotations related to the physical nature of the material and to its 

cultural, historical and social signi�cance.

new media
As IB Visual Art embraces the 21st century, it encourages students to become aware 

of the uses of emerging media as well as traditional artistic media. This does not mean 

that you should not continue to use traditional techniques and �ne-art media. An 

understanding of form, line, composition, light and shadow, depth and volume is essential 

for training your eye and your mind to see, whether you are working with traditional or 

new media. New media (sometimes called emerging media) often includes technology 

as part of the process, but it isn’t necessarily digitally made. New media refers to media 

that explores new territories, the crossroads of art, innovation, technology, science, 

communication, collaborative practices, social activism, appropriation, open sourcing . . .

Figure 4.23: this interactive digital artwork Crying Sirens by student sara sashar is an 

series of animated sketches displayed on iPads. she combines drawing and technology, 

photographing her pen sketches and using an app on her phone to animate them. the 

animations repeat whatever the viewer says to them, like nine talking parrots. sara writes 

in the exhibition text ‘my intention is to communicate the identities of each individual 

imitating one another and society’s speech and thoughts’.

aCtIvIty 4.18: 
neW terrItorIes

Make a mixed-
media artwork that 
combines traditional 
and new media, such 
as drawing and video, 
or photography 
and social activism. 
What uses of new or 
emerging media can 
you come up with in 
each of these areas:

• appropriation: 
intentionally using 
material from 
other sources?

• social networking?

• collaborative work?
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stuDent exaMPLe: yasMIn baratova

Student Yasmin Baratova looked beyond the traditional art supplies typically 

found in the studio and came up with her own unique use of materials to 

communicate meaning.

Figure 4.24: Sem Ya (acrylics on teabags) by student yasmin baratova. For this piece, 

yasmin painted a series of portraits of her family members on seven teabags.

Here, Yasmin provides a thoughtful and articulate rationale for her artistic decisions, 

commenting on the choice of materials (teabags), which re�ects her Uzbek culture 

and family traditions, the number seven, which has multiple meanings including 

a play on words, and the consideration of a presentation format. This is indeed a 

successful marriage of materials and meaning!

Tea-drinking is a large aspect of my (Uzbek) culture. My family in 

particular drinks a lot of tea, especially in the winter. Upon observing how 

quickly boxes of tea become empty, I realised that we must throw away 

a huge quantity of teabags yearly. I decided that throwing them away is 

a waste, and started saving them up. After experimenting with mediums 

(Sharpies, oil, watercolour) and subjects (random people, friends, myself) 

and ways of presenting (wind-chime-style, on wire skewers, etc.) I came to 

the idea of painting seven of my family members (including myself). The 

signi�cance of the number 7 resonates on many levels: 7 is a conventionally 

‘lucky’ number, I consider these seven people the closest family I have, 

and family is semya in my mother tongue (Russian, the Russian word for 

seven being sem, thus creating a sort of pun). I decided that since the idea 

is already sophisticated enough, the presentation should be simple, such as 

nailing them to a wall in a straight line.
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Figure 4.25: In this image 

from the series of miniature 

watercolour and gold 

leaf paintings Moderate 

Enlightenment, 2009, 

Pakistani artist Imran Qureshi 

introduces contemporary 

content into a traditional 

format. Qureshi uses 

the technique and style 

of traditional Mughal 

miniatures: small scale 

paintings of Dgures depicted 

in Mat space, delicately 

painted decorative motifs, 

jewel bright colours and 

gilded edges.

Cultural and historical signiDcance
A well-chosen medium can give an artwork further layers of associated meaning. An 

artist may intentionally reference an aspect of culture or history through the choice of a 

particular medium or style.

For example, the contemporary miniature painting shown in Figure 4.25 is a cultural 

reference to the Mughal tradition of miniature paintings from the 16th and 17th 

centuries, which historically depicted religious, military and courtly scenes. This cultural 

reference has its particular set of historical, traditional and expressive associations that 

carry over into the meaning of the new artwork. The artist Imam Qureshi brings the 

historically rooted art of miniature painting into the present day and uses it to address 

current issues. The characters in his paintings are contemporary Muslims peacefully 

engaged in everyday 21st-century activities: carrying shopping bags or laptops, wearing 

‘cargo’ trousers, lifting weights, blowing bubbles – relaxed and idyllic, and gently 

challenging western notions of Islamic culture.

Imran Qureshi painted this series of portraits (Moderate Enlightenment) when he realised 

that, after 9/11, the world insisted on segregating religious people. One form of 

segregation to which Qureshi points in his work revolves around choices in clothing 

or activities. He notes that ‘a religious person wearing camou�age socks is perceived as 

threatening, but in other cases, it is mere fashion’. His work challenges narrow-minded 

assumptions that exist on a societal level and complicates traditions of art-making, 

speci�cally the perceived disparity between miniature painting and contemporary art.
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aCtIvIty 4.18: CuLturaL ConnotatIons

This activity explores the relationship between techniques and culture, and 
how a traditional technique carries a powerful cultural message

• What cultural and historical connotations does the work from the series 
Moderate Enlightenment carry?

• How does using a historical technique impact this contemporary artwork?

• How does Qureshi’s work challenge assumptions and stereotypes?

• Can you identify a technique you have used that has a particular 
cultural association?

social, political and personal signiDcance
A material or medium may also have its own set of social or political signi�ers: for 

example, embroidery carries associations with the feminine, and gold symbolises 

wealth and power or the divine, depending on the cultural context. Artists may also use 

materials that have strong associations to personal experiences. For artist Joseph Beuys, 

felt and fat were materials linked to his memories of experiences during the Second 

World War. The artist Louise Bourgeois often worked with textiles in her art: tapestry 

restoration was her family’s business when she was a child.

Figure 4.26: Work in 

watercolour and pen 

on paper by student Ida 

Karászy. Ida was looking 

at traditional Pakistani 

miniatures and at the work 

of shahzia sikander, a 

contemporary Muslim artist 

who integrates traditional 

forms of Mughal (Islamic) 

and rajput (Hindu) 

styles and culture in her 

multimedia work. Ida was 

particularly interested in the 

cross-cultural elements in 

sikander’s works exploring 

western and traditional 

depictions of the female 

Dgures.

How do the materials that an artist chooses contribute to constructing meaning?

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



Summary

97

summary

In this chapter you have seen many examples of student work in a diverse range of 

media from all three columns of the IB art-making forms table and discussed how the 

materials that artists choose contribute to constructing meaning. You have looked how 

cultural, historical and social references can be communicated through materials and 

techniques. You have explored new territories in contemporary art practice, including 

the relationships that materials being used by artists today have with society. You have 

also considered whether materials have a power of their own.

Figure 4.27: Nightmare by 

student roberta shreyer. 

this work is made of found 

objects, textiles and mixed 

media. roberta writes, 

‘Pillows are archetypal 

symbols and supposed to 

be part of one’s comfort 

zone. this pillow represents 

my nightmares, not my 

comfort zone. I added 

cold, uninviting materials 

and tokens that stand 

for “worry dolls”, which 

are supposed to take 

nightmares away.’

toK and art: art and meaning

• does art have to have meaning?
• Conversely, if something is meaningless, can it be art?
• Who decides what is art? Are there limits to what we can call art?
• is there a distinction between high art and low art? Between art and craft? if 

so, what might this be?
• is there a common ground for what constitutes art?
• When does performance become art?
• is there a line between the different art forms?
• is life art?
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Introduction

Each student charts their own particular journey in IB DP Visual Arts. Of course, you are 
required to complete certain tasks, but your route is an individual one and requires you 
to have an independent, self-directed approach.

When you present your work for your %nal exhibition (covered in Chapter 9) you need 
to show a selection of pieces that work together. A coherent body of work is much more 
likely to result when you pursue your ideas with focus and develop them over a period 
of time.

This chapter o-ers strategies for helping you to identify your own areas of interest and 
to develop a body of work, supported and informed by your investigations in your 
process portfolio (PP) and comparative study (CS). You will explore cross-curricular 
connections, art styles and genres from art history, and consider what is meant by ethical 
values in art and what this means for you.

You will look at examples of how other IB students have developed focus and continuity 
in their investigations and how coherent and meaningful bodies of work evolved from this.

Figure 5.01: Visual journal 

page by student So Young 

Lim, in which she ‘draws 

the lyrics’ to the music she 

is listening to, each song 

conjuring up new imagery. 

Imaginative response  

to music is an area of 

interest with potential  

for many historical and 

cultural connections.
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5.1 Identifying areas of focus

Finding meaningful subject matter can be a challenge. In the past, artists had less choice –  
subjects in demand were historical or religious scenes, portraits, landscapes, maybe a still 
life – but today, the choices for an artist are wide open.

Your hobbies and interests, music, literature, %lms, pop culture, your environment, all are 
possible areas for you to explore in your art. The personal relevance and importance of 
the topics you choose will have a direct on the quality of the work you make. Technical 
skills are not the only key to a successful art portfolio: clear, focused, adventurous ideas 
carried forward in a spirit of curious investigation are equally important.

(Art-making skills and developing a good understanding of your chosen techniques and 
media, are discussed in Chapter 4.)

Attention is vitality. It connects you with others. It makes you eager.  
(Susan Sontag)

What interests you?
An area of interest can be a subject, such as the human %gure or landscape, or a 
concept, such as identity or transformation. You might be interested in exploring 
elements of art, like light and shadow, or material concerns, like transparency or 
texture. Any area of interest can be pursued in depth and breadth across a range of media, 
subjected to various in5uences and experimentation.

You will probably be able to identify certain areas of interest that derive from your 
experiences and your curiosity towards the world. You can build upon these natural 
inclinations through your investigations, the artists you study, your experiments with 
materials and techniques, and your continued re5ection and attention.

 LearnIng objeCtIVeS

 • Identify areas of interest and focus.

 • Investigate cross-curricular connections.

 • Consider ethical expression and sensitive topics.

 • Explore art genres and styles related to your interests.

 •  Begin to create a body of work with clear artistic intentions, supported by 
your work throughout the course.
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Should you have a theme?
It is certainly not a requirement to have a theme, and themes should never be imposed. 
Continuity can be developed from one piece to the next, a progression of coherent 
linking ideas that aren’t necessarily thematic. If you do choose to work with a theme, 
it is important not to be limited by it: do not try to force everything to ‘%t in’ to your 
theme but rather let it evolve naturally. The examples in this chapter (and the case study 
in Chapter 10) provide evidence of focused work that grew out of personal interests, 
showing a 5uid progression of ideas and development of work.

Figure 5.02: Process portfolio screen by student enrico giori exploring his interest in drawing the 6gure and experimenting 

with sketching and machine stitching as mark-making. In this page he began to develop the ideas elaborated in his studio 

work, as you will see in section 5.5, ‘building a body of work’.

tip: If you are not 
already familiar with 
the IB design cycle (a 
tool used in the Middle 
Years Programme) you 
may want to take a 
look at it. The design 
cycle consists of !ve 
#uid steps (investigate, 
plan, design, create, 
evaluate) to help you 
!nd solutions in response 
to challenges faced.
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Creative choices
For an artist there are always choices: about subject matter, medium, colour, surface, scale, 
materials, mark-making, meaning, presentation, and about how you want your work to 
be perceived. Each step of art-making presents opportunities for creative decisions along 
the way. This doesn’t mean that you know what is going to happen in your artwork or 
what the end result will be. The point is that you take the time to explore a concept 
through various stages of development. This process includes research, experimentation, 
trial and error, reviewing and re%ning, and evaluation (not necessarily in that order). You 
are in charge of making these decisions: no one else can do it for you.

What are your strengths?
As you begin to identify areas of interest, discover artists you like and experiment with 
techniques and genres, pause and re5ect on your own development in your journal. It 
can be hard to see your own artwork with an objective eye. There may be an area of 
particular strength or quality in your work that you don’t see but a teacher or peer can 
help you to recognise.

aCtIVItY 5.1: InDIVIDuaL reFLeCtIon: SeLF-knoWLeDge

Identifying your natural areas of strength will allow you to make the most 
of them and guide you towards making work that you really enjoy. Use the 
following questions to re#ect on your strong points:

• What are my strengths as a visual artist?

• What techniques and media do I �nd naturally appealing?

• Do I like to work with design?

• Does my work have a narrative content?

• Am I interested in conceptual art?

• Am I drawn to �gurative representation?

• Do I enjoy craftsmanship?

• Do I work slowly and methodically, or quickly and impulsively?

• What matters to me when I make art?

• What artists do I love?
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5.2 Cross-curricular connections

Art is like frozen music. (10-year-old art student)

Collaboration between the arts and other subject areas has the potential to create new 
knowledge, and cross-fertilise ideas and processes in both %elds. Art-making can be 
inspired by encounters or connections made through literature, music, maths, geography, 
psychology, geology, chemistry, even economics and statistics! Each discipline approaches 
creativity, exploration and research in various ways and from di-erent perspectives; when 
working together they open up new ways of seeing, experiencing and interpreting the 
world around us.

By exploring other Diploma Programme subjects from an artistic standpoint you can 
gain an understanding of the interdependent nature of knowledge. The IB core (the 
extended essay, CAS and TOK – discussed in the Introduction to this book) also presents 
opportunities for making connections that will inform your current artwork. In TOK 
you explore forms of knowledge through the natural sciences, the social sciences, ethics, 
history, mathematics, religious and indigenous knowledge systems, as well as the arts. 
It also requires you to re5ect on di-erent ways of knowing, including reason, emotion, 
sense perception, intuition, imagination, faith and memory, and consider how knowledge 
is arrived at in the various disciplines.

Figure 5.03: UNCHR/Reuters 

Syrian Refugee Crisis – 

Refugees as of 02 Sept 2012, 

2014 (oil and ink on vellum 

and paper). this is one of 

a series of cartographic 

drawings about Syrian 

refugee migration by the 

Vietnamese artist tiffany 

Chung. the image is based 

on information from 

geography and statistics. 

the artist addresses a 

humanitarian crisis using 

graphic information 

(the drawing charts the 

dispersion of the refugee 

population).
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Figure 5.04: anna 

atkins, one of the 6rst 

women photographers, 

used cyanotypes to 

print Photographs of 

British Algae: Cyanotype 

Impressions in 1843, the 

very 6rst book of printed 

photographs and text. the 

cyanotype process is about 

150 years old.

exploring art and science
There is a growing interest in collaborations between art and science, which makes this 
an exciting area for scienti%cally inclined students to explore (or anyone interested in 
materials, processes, technology, cycles, knowledge, growth . . . life in general). Artists 
working today in the overlap between art and science are many, but if you look back 
through the history of art you will %nd artists have always experimented with materials 
and substances, investigated botany, anatomy, physics, chemistry and the natural sciences.

Art is meant to disturb, science reassures. (Georges Braque)

Chemistry and visual arts collaboration: 
cyanotype prints

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



Cross-curricular connections

105

StuDent examPLe: Wonhee Lee

SL student Wonhee Lee became interested in the properties of heat after encountering 
the work of Danish-Icelandic artist Ólafur Eliasson, who is famous for large-scale 
installation works, such as the weather project (2003), that use natural elements such as 
light, fog, water or air.

Wonhee was interested in using the elements of heat and light as part of his artwork. 
For The Phoenix he %rst conducted experiments with heat and light radiation using a 
candle. Inspired by Eliasson, he also experimented with light and video projections.

This chemistry and art collaboration shows the alchemical nature of artistic 
experimentation. Cyanotypes are sometimes referred to as ‘sun prints’ since the %nal 
image appears only with the aid of ultraviolet light, or sunlight.

Making a cyanotype print involves placing a negative image, either a photographic 
negative or an object, on paper or fabric that has been brushed with an iron-based 
solution (Prussian blue). The support with the negative image is placed under ultraviolet 
light or in direct sunlight to develop. The colours can range from pale to deep blue tones 
and everything in between.
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Figures 5.05 (left) and 5.06. In these process portfolio screens you can see Wonhee’s 

design process (Figure 5.05) and construction process (Figure 5.06) for his construction 

piece The Phoenix.

Figures 5.07 (left) and 5.08 (right). Figure 

5.07 shows student Wonhee Lee’s 6nished 

construction of The Phoenix illuminated from 

inside. Figure 5.08 shows the same piece with a 

video projection of 6re.
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aCtIVItY 5.2: CroSS-PoLLInatIon

Use something you have learned in another subject area as the concept or the 
materials for an artwork. For example:

• a biology lesson on photosynthesis

• a chemistry experiment with crystals

• a physics lesson on prisms

• a poem from your English class

• a maths equation.

Other subject areas besides science are of course equally worthy of exploration. If there 
is a subject you are particularly interested in, look for the connections with visual arts. 
You may %nd that your artwork takes on a new signi%cance and purpose.

You can view Wonhee’s related exploration of steam in his work Steamvine in 
Chapter 4. This is another great example of a student’s art practice being driven by 
curiosity and cross-curricular investigations.

SPotLIght on the StuDent: Wonhee Lee

nationality: South Korea
born: Seoul

main artistic interests:
• spatial and architectural experience of the audience
• the effect of light on elements 
• visualisation of conceptual ideas 
• maximised application of physics to art.

InFuential artists:
• Mark Rothko
• Hong Se-sop 
• Ólafur Eliasson
• Sigalit Landau
• Peter Zumthor
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The job of an artist is to go against the grain of dominant culture, to challenge 
perception, prejudice and convention. (Mark Dion)

Figure 5.09 Mandrillus Sphinx, 2012, by contemporary american artist marc Dion. Dion’s 

work explores methods of collection and presentation, often employing scienti6c models 

to question the way knowledge is constructed.

tok and art: methodology

• What similar methods do artists and scientists use to create order (for example, 
researching, categorising and displaying objects)?

• What are the distinctions between rational (scienti�c) and irrational 
(subjective) ways of gathering and organising knowledge?

• Debate this statement: Scientists are looking for answers, artists for more questions.
• The German philosopher Immanuel Kant wrote that: ‘Fine art is a way of 

presenting that is purposive on its own and that furthers, even though 
without a purpose, the culture of our mental powers to [facilitate] social 
communication’. What do you think of the idea of art as ‘purposiveness’ but 
‘without a purpose’?
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5.3 ethical expression

Art is an area in which freedom of expression reigns. Artists naturally want to explore 
topics and issues that are exciting and meaningful to them and sometimes this enters 
into controversial terrain. However, as IB students of a global community, you have a 
responsibility to engage with sensitive topics in a manner that does not o-end others’ 
beliefs or damage the environment.

The IB DP Visual Arts Guide states guidelines for sensitive topics as follows:

Consideration should also be given to the personal, political and spiritual values 
of others, particularly in relation to race, gender or religious beliefs.

As part of the collective consideration of the school, visual arts students must 
be supported in maintaining an ethical perspective during their course. Schools 

must be vigilant in ensuring that work undertaken by the student does not 
damage the environment, include excessive or gratuitous violence or reference 

to explicit sexual activity. (IB DP Visual Arts Guide, page 9).

It is interesting to note how ethical values change over time. What was controversial 
in the 20 century may seem quite tame today. Even shock value needs to be seen in a 
historical perspective.

Figure 5.10: Picasso’s 

painting Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon, 1907, was 

considered scandalous 

at the time it was made, 

shocking both in content 

and form. It depicts 6ve 

prostitutes looking at the 

viewer in a primitive and 

confrontational manner and 

does not follow the rules 

of perspective and spatial 

construction that prevailed 

at the time, instead 

Fattening and fragmenting 

the picture plane. What 

was so criticised then was 

the beginnings of what we 

now call Cubism.
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5.4 art genres and styles

Becoming familiar with various art genres and styles will open up new possibilities for 
making connections with your own work. As you discover artists and investigate them 
further, you will be able to identify your in5uences and sources of inspiration when you 
write your curatorial rationale (discussed in Chapter 9). This research can also be included in 
your PP (Chapter 8) and may lead to developing ideas and content for your CS (Chapter 7).

aCtIVItY 5.3: art anD ethICS, a hIStorICaL PerSPeCtIVe

Look up some of these famously controversial artworks of the last 150 years, 
keeping in mind the historical context: when the work was made, and what 
was acceptable then.

• What ethical values change over time?

• What values do not change?

• Which of these works do you consider to be unethical now and why?

Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863
Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917
Piero Manzoni, Merda d’artista, 1961
Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1979
Marc Quinn, Self, 1991–ongoing
Maurizio Cattelan, La Nona Ora, 1999
Ai Weiwei, According to What?, 2007–2011
Stelarc, The Body is Obsolete, 2013

tok and art: art and 
ethics

• What moral 
responsibilities does 
the artist have, or 
not have? Are they 
different from any 
other knower?

• To what extent does 
the artist have a moral 
obligation to avoid 
or confront issues 
that might shock or 
be contrary to most 
people?

• Do you think 
controversy is 
important for an 
artwork to have a 
strong impact? Why 
do artists often rely on 
the shock factor?

• What do we 
expect from art? 
Truth? Seduction? 
Provocation? Beauty?

Figure 5.11: Visual journal 

pages by student Polina 

Zakharova exploring the 

signi6cance of Dada, and its 

application across different 

media. She looks at the 

collages of berlin Dada 

artist raoul hausmann and 

draws parallels with her 

own experiments in collage 

and mixed media.

genre: A category or 
artistic style that involves 
a set of characteristics.

Dada: A 20th-century 
movement in art and 
literature based on 
irrationality and the 
upending of traditional 
artistic values.
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Figure 5.12: Visual journal page by former Ib student anastasia Leonovich, investigating 

the characteristic themes and styles of russian Constructivism. this art movement was 

relevant to her interests in geometric shapes, order, structure and eventually architecture. 

(anastasia is now an architect.)

Constructivism: An art 
style and movement 
that originated in Russia 
in the 1920s and has 
in#uenced many aspects 
of modern architecture 
and design.
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aCtIVItY 5.4: art hIStorY thematIC InVeStIgatIon

Investigate a broad but recurrent theme from the history of world art that 
relates to your areas of interest. Find several art works, both familiar and 
unfamiliar that re#ect different approaches to this theme. Be sure to note the 
name of each artist, the title, source and the general art historical context of 
the work.

• How have different artists approached this theme?

• How has this theme been represented in three different historical periods?

• How has this theme been represented in three different cultures?

• How can you respond to this in your own work?

themeS In art

• mythology
• self-portraits
• power and status
• paradise and the afterlife
• individuals and society
• con!ict and war
• nature and mysticism
• fertility and motherhood
• beliefs and rituals
• order and systems
• tension and motion.

Figure 5.13: In a page from 

her visual journal, student 

ana grace rose looks at 

how tension and motion 

are addressed in different 

periods of art history. She 

makes connections between 

ancient egyptian art and 

the standing sculptures of 

alberto giacometti, and 

discusses the impact on her 

own clay 6gures.
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Working in series
Most great artists have areas of focus or recurring motifs in their work which have 
developed out of abiding interests and attention over a long period of time. There are 
many %ne examples of artists who create series of work around a singular theme.

Choose one from Activities 5.5–5.7 and develop your own series based on area of 
interest.

aCtIVItY 5.6:  
StILL-LIFe 
VarIatIonS

Giorgio Morandi 
painted numerous 
still-life paintings of 
variations on the same 
subject: arrangements 
of bottles!

• Create a collection 
of objects and 
set up a still life 
to draw, paint or 
photograph.

• Rearrange the 
objects to create 
!ve different 
compositions.

• Describe one 
of Giorgio 
Morandi’s still-life 
compositions in your 
journal, using formal 
analysis (discussed 
in Chapter 7).

aCtIVItY 5.7: SeLF-tranSFormatIon SerIeS

Cindy Sherman presents herself in various guises and personas as the subject of 
her photographs.

• Create a series of photographs or drawings in which you transform yourself 
as the subject.

• Referring to Cindy Sherman’s photos compare your work with hers and 
include your comparison in your visual journal.

aCtIVItY 5.5: 
ChangIng LIght 
SerIeS

Claude Monet studied 
the changing light 
in several series of 
paintings (Rouen 
Cathedral, the haystacks, 
the water-lilies).

• Create a series of 
paintings or photos 
that record the 
changing light at 
different times of 
day on a building.

• How do time and 
place in#uence your 
subject? Can you 
compare your series 
to Monet’s series on 
Rouen Cathedral?

Figure 5.14: Cindy Sherman, Untitled (#224), 1990 (colour photograph; 48 × 38 inches). 

Cindy Sherman (uSa, born 1965) uses herself as the subject of her photographs, staging 

elaborate scenes with costumes and props. She shifts easily between different roles 

and personas that range from grotesque to sexy, drawing on images from art history, 

movies, the internet and popular culture. her photographs invite the viewer to reFect on 

representations of identity.
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artists’ manifestos
An art manifesto is a statement of the intentions, opinions, or beliefs of 
an artist or artistic movement. Manifestos were especially popular during the 20th 
century among avant-garde movements, including Futurism, Surrealism, Dada, 
Constructivism, Vorticism and De Stijl.

Some 21st-century artist manifestos exist but they tend to be more individual than 
collective, more ironic than idealistic: a sign of the times?

I am for all art that takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and 
extends and accumulates and spits and drips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt 

and sweet and stupid as life itself.

I am for an artist who vanishes, turning up in a white cap painting signs or 
hallways.

(From I Am For . . . (Statement, 1961), Claes Oldenberg, Swedish-American pop 
artist and sculptor, born 1929)

5.5 building a body of work

Now that you have experimented with a range of techniques and art-making forms, 
identi%ed some key areas of interests and investigated some in5uential artists, styles and 
genres, you can begin to think about building a coherent body of work.

avant-garde: This French 
phrase (literally ‘front 
guard’) describes art 
that puts forward new 
and innovative ideas, 
and is generally used in 
reference to early 20th-
century modern art.

aCtIVItY 5.8: 
grouP aCtIVItY: 
WrIte an art 
manIFeSto

In a small group, 
discuss and design your 
own art manifesto. 
Use these questions to 
guide you.

• What should art 
be?

• Why is it important 
to make art?

• What is not 
important?

• What would you 
like your art to give 
to the world?

• If you had no limits 
or constraints of 
any kind, what kind 
of art would you 
make?

aCtIVItY 5.9: ConneCt the PIeCeS

Choose three of your own resolved artworks that you think work well together. 
What are the connecting threads, the invisible and visible links? Remember that 
to be convincing there must exist a genuine common ground. Use the following 
questions to guide you. Write up your re>ection in your visual journal.

• Discuss your choices of materials and techniques.

• Analyse the visual qualities: colour, weight, texture, light, shadow, 
transparency and so on.

• Discuss ideas or beliefs that underpin your work.

• What are the in>uences (from other artists, books, pop culture, the media, 
events, hot topics) that inform your work?

tip: When creating a 
body of work for your 
!nal exhibition, you are 
working towards IB DP 
Visual Arts assessment 
criterion A, Exhibition: 
‘a coherent collection 
of works which ful!l 
stated artistic intentions 
and communicate clear 
thematic or stylistic 
relationships across 
individual pieces’.

Throughout your course, re5ect on how your studio work, from which you will 
select and curate your %nal exhibition, is supported and informed by the other two 
components, the PP and the CS. Although these three components are assessed 
individually, they are also very much intertwined, with your artistic interests being the 
guiding force.
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the comparative study
Your CS (discussed in Chapter 7) is a way for you to become familiar with other artists 
and art genres that may impact signi%cantly on your work. HL students are asked to 
analyse their own artwork in relation to the artists and art works they have chosen. The 
CS can be hugely in5uential for all students in guiding your investigations and giving 
context to your work.

Figure 5.15: Comparative study screen by student enrico giori with contextual study of 

the artist roni horn. enrico deepened his knowledge of the feminist art movement of 

the 1970s while researching for his CS. this research proved to be a key inFuence on his 

developing a body of work around the idea of the stereotype of the housewife. enrico 

writes here about the feminist art movement: ‘the aims of this movement included the 

production of art that depicted realistically women’s daily lives – especially in domestic 

scenarios – and altered both the production and reception of contemporary art’.

the process portfolio
Your PP (discussed in Chapter 8) naturally supports and informs your developing studio 
work, through your exploration of skills, techniques and processes and your critical 
investigations into artists, artworks, art forms and genres. You re5ect in the PP on how 
your ideas are formed, on how you make independent decisions that support your 
intentions for your artwork, and on your overall development as an artist.
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Diptych: A painting or 
drawing in two parts, 
usually the same size. 
It may be one divided 
image or two closely 
related images.

Figure 5.16: Process 

portfolio screen by enrico 

giori. on this screen enrico 

shows the development of 

his ideas for the diptych 

Made in the Shade, shown 

in Figure 5.17.

tip: When making connections between other artists and your own developing 
work, you are working towards IB DP Visual Arts assessment criterion B, for the PP, 
critical investigation. ‘Students must demonstrate critical investigation of artists, 
artworks and artistic genres, communicating the student’s growing awareness of 
how this investigation in#uences and impacts upon their own developing art-
making practices and intentions’.

  CaSe StuDY: enrICo gIorI

Enrico Giori’s exploration and elaboration of ideas and process in the 
PP screen shown in Figure 5.16 lead to the resolved artwork in Figure 
5.17, Made in the Shade. In the portfolio he discusses his ideas for a 
piece based on the concept of the housewife and shows how he tried 
out different variations of scale and media based on a single image:

Investigating the role of the 1950s homemaker I realised how 
subservient and oppressed women must have been at that time. 
I wanted to produce a piece of work which shows the housewife 

attempting to put an end to this oppressive situation, but ends up 
being unable to and falls into her old habits. I used the housewife 
!gure drawings I had previously drawn from life. I projected the 

!gure drawing on a 2.5 metre tall sheet of paper stuck to a wall and, 
using a brush and India ink, I drew the projected image, trying to 

maintain the spontaneity of the original drawing.
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tip: When elaborating 
ideas and concepts and 
supporting them with 
your written rationale 
you are working 
towards IB DP Visual 
Arts assessment criterion 
C for the exhibition, 
conceptual qualities: 
‘effective resolution 
of imagery, signs and 
symbols to realise the 
function, meaning and 
purpose of the art works, 
as appropriate to stated 
intentions’.

tip: When presenting 
work with skilful 
manipulation of media 
and techniques, you 
are working towards 
the assessment criterion 
B for the exhibition, 
technical competence: 
‘demonstrate effective 
application and 
manipulation of media 
and materials [and] of 
the formal qualities’.

Figure 5.17: Made in the Shade, exhibition piece by student enrico giori, based on 

6gure drawings from life and reworked in a medium that echoes and reinforces his 

intentions. his exhibition text for this piece states: ‘Made In The Shade (Diptych), 

Sharpie(c) marker, ink pen, Coloured Pencil and Stitching on Paper mounted on 

Fabric Samples’. enrico writes: ‘I drew my mother while she performed some of 

the actions of a typical homemaker, such as loading the washer and hoovering. 

I deliberately employed a fast and loose drawing style to capture the essence of 

the moments before my eyes. I then worked on the 6gure drawings with machine 

stitching, a stereotypically female craft referenced previously.’

In Figure 5.17, Made in the Shade, and Figure 5.18, Bleach Beauty, 
Enrico presents work that shows sophisticated application, 
manipulation, and re!nement of skills, with carefully selected 
media appropriate to his intentions. As a focus Enrico is exploring 
domesticity and its implications, so it is entirely appropriate that 
he chose fabric samples, stitching and bleach as materials to 
communicate the signi!cance of his topic.
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Figure 5.18: exhibition piece by student enrico giori. his exhibition text for this 

piece states: ‘Bleach Beauty, household bleach, beeswax, black Paper, Self-made 

Lightbox’. enrico writes: ‘this piece is painted using bleach on black paper, and 

6nished with beeswax. the use of materials from the domestic environment aims 

to show the closeness of the woman to the home and her duties. the apron of 

the woman is embellished with zigzag stitching done with a sewing machine, 

enhanced by the presence of a LeD light box behind the piece, whose light shines 

through the holes.’
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Figure 5.19: One Scrub at 

a Time by student enrico 

giori, a 3D mixed-media 

piece that combines 

photographs of glamorous 

women with objects used 

for domestic chores. his 

exhibition text for this piece 

states: ‘One Scrub At A Time 

Images, Watercolour, glue, 

Sticks, Soap, Clothespins, 

Doormat, Spray Paint’: 

enrico writes: ‘this 

installation depicts conFicts 

between expectations that 

women are required to 

ful6l. the doormat, clothes-

pegs and soap represent 

housewives and mothers, 

whilst the photos of models 

from fashion magazines 

represent powerful women. 

Yellow as a gender-neutral 

and falsely cheery colour is 

once again reiterated. 

In this extract from his curatorial rationale (the statement that 
accompanies the exhibition, discussed in Chapter 9), Enrico discusses 
some of the major in>uences on his art:

I have committed myself to always include a female perspective in all 
my pieces, and to try and employ art-making techniques which utilise 

unconventional mediums, such as stitching, embroidery and innovative 
sculpture forms. Although feminist artists such as Rosler, Rebecca Horn 

and Cindy Sherman have been inspirational to me in terms of conceptual 
values, other artists such as Man Ray, Egon Schiele and William Kentridge 

have impacted my work both conceptually and formally. This has 
allowed me to develop a drawing and painting style which I hope I can 
call my own. I have always enjoyed exploring and experimenting with 
techniques and mediums, mixing and combining to create something 
personal. For this body of work I have embraced stereotypical female 

craft forms such as dressmaking, embroidering and stitching and 
combined these with printing, drawing and painting. Materials have 

also derived from the domestic environment. Soap bars, vinyl embossed 
tablecloths used in frottage, fabric and wallpaper from my own designs, 
combined with traditional charcoal, ink, acrylic and gouache characterise 

my work. Digital imagery has also played an important role and 
photography, video and animation allowed me to portray my subject in 

action, allowing for the smooth development of a storyline.
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   CaSe StuDY: karen Laanem

As we have seen in the work of student Enrico Giori, an area of 
interest, if well chosen and developed, can be suf!cient to generate 
a whole line of inquiry and a resulting body of work. This work 
by student Karen Laanem shows another example of how focus, 
continuity and intentional exploration and development of ideas 
result in a powerful and coherent body of work. Karen’s investigations 
began with an interest in her family history and developed into a 
series of painted portraits and photographs of places in her ancestral 
home in Estonia.

Karen explains how she developed her ideas from a seed of interest 
to a coherent and resolved body of work that she presented at her IB 
art show. The passages are extracted from her visual journal and her 
artist’s statement.

Popular culture and literature have also in#uenced my work. 
1950s advertisements helped me create a convincing image of 

housewives, and other sources, such as Lady GaGa’s music video 
Telephone, have conceptually informed my work. I have chosen 
to connect each of my pieces to a quote from Carol Ann Duffy’s 

The World’s Wife, an anthology of feminist poetry that gives 
voice to all the silenced women who accompanied the most 

important men of history.’

SPotLIght on the StuDent: enrICo gIorI

nationality: Italian
born: Milan

main artistic interests:
• process-based and conceptual art
• social commentaries on issues such as gender, expectations and 

con#icts of interest
• use of humour, irony and satire in artwork
• experimental techniques and printmaking
• links between: philosophy, fashion and culture trends, popular culture 

(e.g. music videos), literature and poetry.

InFuential artists:
• 1970s feminist art movement artists
• William Kentridge
• Carolee Schneemann
• Martha Rosler
• Cindy Sherman
• David Hockney
• Ai Weiwei.
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Figure 5.20: karen visited 

estonia and recorded her 

experiences in her journal 

with notes, photos and 

drawings. karen writes: 

‘my artwork explores 

the concepts of time and 

memory, human experience, 

loss and pursuit of serenity 

from realising who I am by 

exploring where I come from.’

Figure 5.21: Father (acrylic painting with 

lino print) by student karen Laanem. 

karen writes: ‘my interest in my family’s 

history began in the summer between 

the two Ib years. going through old 

family photo albums, I was looking 

for the physical similarities I could 6nd 

with my ancestors. I was drawn to the 

black-and-white photographs, asking my 

relatives to tell me stories about those 

people. my interest developed into a 

passion, launching a research project that 

took me to rural parts of estonia. I visited 

my ancestors’ birthplaces where I took 

series of photographs . . . to document 

and to collect evidence . . . ’

Figure 5.22 Student work by karen 

Laanem, Grandfather, acrylic painting. 

karen explains: ‘I used original family 

album photographs from the past as 

a reference in the making of several 

paintings, including Grandfather and 

Father. InFuenced by the work of 

gerhard richter, I decided to revivify 

the presence of those people in reality. 

both Father and Grandfather are painted 

in acrylic, working directly from old 

photographs. the original photograph 

for Grandfather can be seen in my 

journal page, as well as a mosaic of 

monotype prints made in the process of 

media exploration.’
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Figure 5.23: In these journal 

pages, karen explains 

the various processes she 

engaged in when making 

the portrait of Grandfather: 

photocopy, drawing, 

monotype printmaking, 

painting, collaging. the 

original photograph of her 

grandfather that she used 

as her model was taken 

when he was a soldier in 

the Second World War,  

aged only 19.

Figure 5.24: Daughter by student 

karen Laanem, acrylic painting 

with lino-printed background 

pattern. karen writes about 

her choice of incorporating 

printmaking in the backgrounds 

as appropriate to her intentions 

of working with memory and 

impression: ‘I was producing 

linocut designs inspired by the 

symbolic Fower of my homeland. 

I was interested in the conceptual 

idea behind printmaking that 

creates a memory in the form 

of an imprint from the actual 

carving . . . I decided to combine 

the two media (print and paint) 

and produce a unique pattern for 

each of the three portraits Father, 

Daughter and Grandfather.’
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Figure 5.25: Linda, photograph by student karen Laanem. karen says: ‘this 

photograph of an old woman records surfaces and textures as well as a portrait of a 

person and a place. the reFecting glass window in the linear wooden wall contrasts 

with the Fowery textile and the cut grass. I leave my photographs uncropped, true 

to what I saw and experienced in those places.’
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Besides making paintings, and prints, Karen took black-and-white 
photographs of people and places when she was conducting her 
research. She writes about her relationship with photography as a 
medium and how it relates to memory:

A photograph is a selective fragment of reality, yet once taken, 
becomes the representation of the past. In a way, this makes 

photographers able to write history by sharing their personal selection 
with the rest of the world. My work, however, does not try to 

write history, but rather tell the story that has already been written 
about the people and places I saw. To simplify and take away the 

completeness of these records I use black and white photography. Not 
only does black and white photography change our perception of 

surfaces, but by stripping away the colour it also allows the viewer a 
more ambiguous interpretation of the work.

A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you the 
less you know. (Diane Arbus)

Figure 5.26: Photograph by 

karen Laanem.
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Summary

Summary

In this chapter you have considered the importance of identifying areas of interest to 
develop focus and continuity. You have looked at ways of %nding focus, through making 
cross-curricular connections and looking at artists, and through exploring styles and 
genres from art history. You have investigated what is meant by ethical values in art and 
how these change over time, and what moral responsibilities the artist might have.

You have seen examples of how three students developed focused, intentional bodies of 
work around ideas and investigations they have identi%ed as being meaningful.

Karen writes:

Each of the photographs I chose to include in my exhibition tell a story 
from the past. A collapsed roof of a house that was once called home, 
but was then forsaken to conceal a tragedy. A broken kitchen window, 
that served as an escape route in the middle of a night to a rebellious 

teenager. A grandmother visiting the birthplace of her departed 
husband to tell the story of [the] two of them meeting for the !rst 

time. A lace-curtained window protecting the love and warmth of one 
family’s values from the destructive reality of the outside world.

Each of these photographs carries a meaning of its own, but together 
[they] form a collective memory of my family’s history. It can be 

regarded as both a visual documentary or my personal perception of 
the past, but either way it unfolds important aspects of my work as an 

artist and of my self-discovery as a family member.

Finally, the ambiguity in my work relates to my fascination with 
history and quest for exploring the past. Quoting one of my favourite 
photographers, Diane Arbus: ‘A photograph is a secret about a secret. 

The more it tells you the less you know.’
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Introduction

Curating is part of your experience as an art student. In this chapter you will look at the 

role of the curator and at what curatorial practice means.

You will consider the role of the artist and of the audience, exploring the relationship 

between maker and viewer.

You will re�ect on how methods of display and presentation impact and communicate 

meaning through your own experiments with di�erent methods of display. You will 

explore the approaches of artists who collect and document in their work. You will 

consider originality and the role of appropriation in art practice and what this means for 

an IB student.

The many activities in this chapter are aimed at developing your curatorial thinking 

skills and awareness of the artists’ relationship with the viewer, and towards formulating 

an informed response to the art you encounter.

Figure 6.01: In a group exhibition such as this, each artist works with a portion of the 

space, whether on the wall, the �oor (or the ceiling!), curating her own work in relation to 

the rest of the show.
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6.1 What is curatorial practice?

Curatorial practice regards how art is presented and communicated to an audience. 

A curator is often the mediator between the artist and the viewer. The curator selects 

and organises the work in such a way that the audience is guided through a particular 

viewing experience.

As an art student you are both an artist and a curator. You are making your own 

artwork, learning how to articulate it, how to present it, and how to place it in context 

with other artwork. As you develop the ability to respond thoughtfully to the art you 

encounter, you will also become more discerning regarding your own artwork and how 

it communicates with a potential audience.

• You create a body of work.

• You make a careful selection of resolved pieces that work well together.

• You design a method of display for showing the work.

• You consider the viewers’ role in looking at the work.

• You write a curatorial rationale that supports your decisions about how you present 

your work.

  LearnIng objeCtIves

 • Explore the meaning of curatorial practice and the role of the curator.

 •  Consider the relationship between the artist and the audience, and the 
viewers’ experience.

 •  Become aware of methods of display and how these communicate 
meaning.

 •  Re ect on originality and appropriation in art and what this means for 
the student.

 • Develop an informed response to the art you encounter.

tip: Primary sources, 
such as an interview with 
an artist or curator, are 
highly recommended 
as resources for your CS 
(discussed in Chapter 7).

Curate: From the Latin 
curare, meaning ‘take 
care of’. Curatorial 
practice is to oversee and 
care for a collection.

aCtIvIty 6.1: What Is the roLe oF a Curator?

Look up an exhibition you have seen and liked and )nd out about the curator.

• Why is the role of the curator so important?

• What kind of knowledge does a curator need?

• How are the artworks presented? Chronologically? Thematically? By 
materials? By size and format?

• How would you redesign this show? Can you think of alternative modes 
of presentation?
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Interview with sculptor tim de Christopher

Figure 6.02: american 

sculptor tim de Christopher 

and one of his pieces. 

tim says: ‘the sculpture 

is a 9gure, unnamed, but 

generally referred to as 

“the Mason”. yes, his head 

was broken off, he was 

broken in my studio and 

badly repaired, but I sort of 

like him.’

aCtIvIty 6.2: IntervIeW an artIst

Curators need artists, so let’s begin by going directly to the source. Find 
out about an artist working in your community and arrange a studio visit if 
possible. You can also conduct an interview by email but a studio visit is far 
more effective. Do some research before your interview, familiarise yourself 
with the artist’s work and have a list of questions ready.

Start your interview with some general questions and then add some of your 
own that are speci)c to that artist’s work:

• What are you currently working on?

• What is your preferred medium?

• What is your favourite art tool?

• Do you have a piece you are especially proud of?

• How do you know when a work is !nished?

• How do you select work for exhibitions?

• Who are the artists and thinkers who in$uence you?

• What are you looking at or thinking about these days for ideas?

• What mistakes have you made and what have you learned from them?

• How did you start making art?

• Why do you make art?

• What advice would you give to an art student?
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What are you currently working on?

I’m currently working on a large relief panel which will be a narrative scene depicting 

the story of Ariadne and the Minotaur, but expressed in the contemporary idiom of 

an urban landscape based on mythological characters, for example Zeus’s Menswear, 

Minotaur’s 24-hour Diner, etc.

What is your preferred medium? 

I typically work in stone, mainly Indiana limestone, 

sometimes combined with wood and steel.

What is your favourite art tool?

I am a sculptor. It takes many, many tools, and many 

trades, to make my work. They are all important and 

all necessary, but stone-working tools predominate.

Who are the artists and thinkers who in�uence you?

Ancient artists, medieval artists, some ‘outsider’ artists 

like Achilles Rizzoli, some modern artists and even 

one or two (famous) contemporary artists.

What are you looking at or thinking about these days for 

ideas?

These days I am looking at things Greek, from 

classical works to modern art, I am especially looking 

at Picasso’s Minotaurs.

What mistakes have you made and what have you learned 

from them?

I have made just about every mistake in the book, but 

the big mistakes are the mistakes of judgement, which 

are generally the hardest ones. It is important to learn 

what you can and be willing to learn from your 

mistakes. I have learned that much, but am still guilty 

of making them from time to time.

How did you start making art?

I have been making things, making ‘art’, all my life. 

I was raised in a household of art and design. It is an 

inherited a3iction.

Why do you make art?

I make art because it is what I do best and at this 

point I do not want to do anything else, and I have 

tried over and over to do something else, but it has 

never worked for me.

What advice would you give to an art student?

Be careful what you wish for and do good work.

Figure 6.03: Fruit of Our Labours, by sculptor tim de 

Christopher. tim says: ‘this installation is about our labours 

through life, our legacies and the artefacts that we collect and 

produce and leave behind . . . like archaeological remains.’
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aCtIvIty 6.3: exerCIsIng judgeMent

• Compare two artworks by the same artist, one that you deem successful, 
one less so, and explain your reasoning in both cases.

• Select one of your own pieces that you feel is successfully resolved and 
explain why.

• Identify one of your own pieces that you feel is not successful and 
explain why.

aCtIvIty 6.4: justIFyIng ChoICes

• Find reproductions of ten artworks by an artist whose work interests you.

• Select only four artworks that you think go together.

• Justify why you chose these works and not the others. What are your 
criteria for selecting them?

aCtIvIty 6.5: artICuLatIng an opInIon

It is important to be able to explain why you like or dislike an artwork, but your 
value judgement should be supported by an informed and considered opinion.

• Make a presentation on an artist’s work that you really don’t like. 

• Do your research !rst: historical context, art movements, in$uences.

• Discover how context informs the appreciation of an artwork.

• Explain why you dislike the work using art subject-speci9c vocabulary.

Coherence: The quality 
of forming a uni)ed and 
consistent whole. (For 
your )nal exhibition this 
means that the artworks 
are relevant and work 
together as a uni)ed 
body of work.)

discerning eye: To  
discern is to exercise 
good judgement  
and understanding, to  
be discriminating.

developing discernment
The 4rst stage of curating an exhibition is selecting the work. As artist and curator you 

will be selecting a coherent body of work and presenting it for your 4nal exhibition 

(discussed in Chapter 9). Selecting work involves the ability to be discerning and exercise 

good judgement. As you develop a discerning eye and the ability to view work critically, 

you can apply this to both your own work and that of other artists. The activities in this 

section will encourage you to re�ect on how you make these value judgements.

I wish I could change my mind as easily as my socks. But then I don’t change 

socks so easily. (Francesca Woodman)
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Class critiques and self-evaluations
A class critique is a group conversation, the purpose of which is to give feedback on 

student work in progress. A critique is a valuable opportunity for learning to present 

work, discuss intentions and articulate connections and can be of great value in helping 

you to view your work more critically. It is not an exam, but it is often used as an 

informal way for a teacher to check on your progress.

Self-evaluations are when you re�ect on your own progress, including the di:culties and 

challenges faced. You consider the valued feedback you have received from teachers and 

peers and your response to it.

aCtIvIty 6.6: revIeW your Work

Choose a piece of your work, and use these questions as a basis for a group 
critique or a written self-re$ection in your visual journal:

• What do you feel is working well? Why?

• What are you experiencing dif!culty with? Why?

• What sort of challenges are you setting for yourself?

• What have you discovered about working with these materials?

• How did that happen?

• Where did you get that idea?

• What does this mean to you?

• Where do you think this is going next?

• What ideas are you thinking about?

• What artists are you looking at?

• What interests you in this work?

• What aspect of this work do you want to emphasise?

Writing and reading on art
Curatorial practice includes writing about the art works in an exhibition or collection, 

including wall texts, exhibition texts, catalogue introductions, press releases, articles and 

books. Throughout the course you will engage in writing about art, when analysing 

and comparing art works in your comparative study (discussed in Chapter 7) and when 

re�ecting on your own work and your curatorial decisions in your curatorial rationale 

(discussed in Chapter 9).

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



What is curatorial practice?

133

To gain familiarity and ease with writing about art it is helpful to read critical essays, 

re�ective commentaries, exhibition catalogues, online articles and books that o�er 

examples of visual analysis and subject speci4c language. Exploring these secondary 

sources is an important part of your ongoing research and will also help you to build 

specialist art vocabulary.

aCtIvIty 6.7: readIng art text

In the extract below, Dawn Ades describes the physical properties of Joseph 
Cornell’s Untitled (Forgotten Game), with visual analysis of its formal qualities 
(materials, textures, colours, even sound), and discusses its function and 
purpose, with references to other artworks, symbols and stories.

• Read the extract.

• Underline and look up any unfamiliar art vocabulary.

• What other artists are referenced in the text?

• What symbols are present in this piece?

• What do you think are the artist’s intentions in making this work?

• Is this writing descriptive or interpretive, or both?

Figure 6.04: visual journal 

page by student Lavinia 

Fasano, with her elegantly 

designed response to an 

exhibition by japanese 

artist yayoi kusama. 

Lavinia writes: ‘kusama’s 

seemingly in9nite 

landscapes of polka dots 

are a window into her 

headspace of compulsive 

obsession . . . I identify 

with kusama’s seemingly 

crazy mindset and aspire 

to immerse myself in my 

thoughts as much as she 

does [in hers].’
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As is often the case with Cornell’s work, the active involvement of the spectator 

is invited. This box is not a purely visual game; it also moves and makes sounds. . . . 

Five rows of six circular holes each are cut into the wood front of the box, which is 

painted an ivory white and weathered to look like a neglected birdhouse. Cornell 

devised various ways of purposefully aging surfaces, and the �aking of the paint 

here, like the cracked glass, is intentional. The holes are smallest at the beginning of 

each slope and increase in size, as it were, in pace with the growing noise of the ball 

gathering speed as it descends each ramp in turn.

Sounds are essential to this box: both the rumbling of the rolling ball and the 

periodic tinkling of the bells. Writing about this work, Diane Waldman recalled 

Max Ernst quoting Leonardo da Vinci, ‘like the tinkling of a bell, which makes 

one hear that which one imagines’ . . . In this box, Cornell used sound as vividly 

as he did visual and kinetic elements to invoke memory. (Dawn Ades)

Figure 6.05 Untitled 

(Forgotten Game),1949, 

a mixed-media box 

construction by self-taught 

american artist joseph 

Cornell. Cornell was 

in�uenced by the surrealist 

concept of irrational 

juxtaposition (see Chapter 1).  

he worked independently 

with found objects,  

cut-outs, photographs 

and collage, to create 

many of his characteristic 

box assemblages. he 

was also an experimental 

9lmmaker, using collage and 

montage techniques.

tip: Any chance you get 
to increase your specialist 
art vocabulary and re)ne 
your understanding of art 
terminology will help you 
in meeting the subject-
speci)c language criteria 
(E) in both the CS and 
the PP.
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6.2 artist and audience

Art’s more interesting if you look at it. (Ruth Franklin)

Through curatorial practice, you are bringing in a new awareness of the relationship 

between artist and audience. Developing this awareness is fundamental preparation for 

curating your own show for the 4nal exhibition (discussed in Chapter 9).

Whenever you visit an exhibition, observe how the physical space, the methods 

of display, the lighting, and the way work is grouped or separated in�uence your 

experience of the art. The activities in this section will help you to develop your 

understanding of the relationship between artist and audience.

Museums and galleries
Visiting art galleries and museums is a great way to learn about artists, form your own 

ideas, and enrich your understanding of curatorial practice.

Bring a camera, your visual journal, and drawing or writing materials to the exhibition. 

Do a preliminary wander through the exhibit, then go back to the beginning and walk 

through again, stopping to really look at a few key works. Make visual annotations in 

your visual arts journal (see Activity 6.9).

Methods of display: How 
an artwork is put on 
view, placed, hung, lit, 
arranged and presented 
to the viewer.

annotation: An 
explanatory note or 
comment added to a 
drawing or diagram.

Art’s whatever you choose to frame. (Fleur Adcock.) Do you agree?

aCtIvIty 6.8: beFore you go

Familiarise yourself with what you are going to see. If the venue is a museum 
it will have a website with images, information, biographies and so on.

• What is the title of the show?

• What are the key themes, styles, artists?

• What is the cultural context and background?

tip: Keep a record 
of information and 
evidence of exhibitions 
seen. Documentation 
might include brochures, 
images, websites, 
personal photos, 
drawings and notes. 
Include your critical 
re$ections, visual note-
taking and drawings in 
your visual journal. These 
pages may add value to 
your PP and the CS.

tip: A portable 
sketchbook that )ts easily 
in your bag or pocket is 
good to have on hand 
when you )nd yourself 
wanting to make a note 
or a quick sketch. This 
can be considered part of 
your visual journal.
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aCtIvIty 6.9: vIsuaL note-takIng

Small thumbnail sketches record the artwork and serve as a memory aid. 
The aim is not to make an exact copy but to register an image on the page 
and in your mind. Once you have drawn it you won’t forget it! Visual 
annotation helps you remember ideas and makes good material for the 
process portfolio.

• Make drawings in front of an artwork that you see for yourself; don’t rely 
on second-hand sources (reproductions).

• Sketch the physical space of the exhibition, an overview of the exhibition 
plan, or even an architectural study of the building.

• Make annotations in your visual journal to accompany the sketches.

thumbnail sketch: A 
small, rough sketch that 
records only the essential 
information. Making 
thumbnail sketches is a 
good way of working 
out ideas and trying 
compositional variations.

Figure 6.06: Work by student Isobel glover, with notes and watercolour sketches she 

made during a visit to a Matisse exhibition. Isobel used a small notebook to record her 

experiences while she was travelling.

tip: Visual annotations 
made on site when 
looking at art works may 
be incorporated into your 
PP or your CS.
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aCtIvIty 6.10: post-vIsIt reFLeCtIon

Use your visual journal to re$ect on the exhibition and your personal response 
to the work encountered.

• What was the most interesting thing about this show (e.g. how it was 
curated, the space, themes addressed, individual artists)?

• Did you especially like or dislike some work? Explain why, using subject-
speci)c art language.

• Were there any themes, ideas or materials that you are exploring in your 
studio work or that you’d like to try out?

• Include plenty of images, photos, drawings and graphic notes, as well as 
written content; make the pages lively and visually interesting. Make sure 
you acknowledge your sources.

Figure 6.07: visual journal 

pages by student ewa 

nizalowska, recording 

a visit to the albertina 

Museum in vienna where 

she was struck by the work 

of norwegian artist edvard 

Munch. she experimented 

with drawing in Munch’s 

style and in doing so 

became aware of the ‘hasty 

uneven lines’ he used.

Visual response to work encountered
When you visit exhibitions and look at other artists’ work you may identify areas of 

particular interest or relevance to your own art practice. It might have to do with the 

meaning and content of the work, the style, or the presentation format. Just as you have 

formulated a written response to the work, you could also attempt a visual response. 

This is not a visual annotation (as in Activity 6.9) but your personal interpretation. How 

is being inspired by another artist di�erent from copying? (Later in this chapter, section 

6.4, ‘Originality and appropriation’, takes a closer look at this topic.)
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Contemporary art galleries
Contemporary art galleries can present ideal opportunities for observing di�erent 

methods of display, including site-speci4c (discussed in Chapter 3), digital and interactive 

works. Use the following guiding questions for an on-site re�ection:

• What di�erent methods of display can you observe? How is art hung, placed, lit, 

spaced and otherwise displayed?

• Do you see any shows that explore a theme or thread? Describe how the work 

is related through exploration of ideas. Describe how work is related through 

visual connections.

• Is your experience as the viewer in$uenced by the way the work is presented?

• Do you see any site-speci&c art, made in response to the location? How is it speci&c 

to the site?

• Are there any occasions in which you are drawn in to participate or interact with 

the work?

Beyond the art museum
Art museums are not the only places for looking at exhibitions. Find out about what 

your local community o�ers: are there other kinds of museums or cultural places 

you could visit to investigate cultural connections? Non-art collections often provide 

excellent opportunities for looking at methods of display, and for drawing both natural 

and manmade objects:

• natural history museums

• science museums

• maritime museums

• archaeology museums

• ethnography museums

• specialist museums, e.g. a dolls’ house museum, a house of historical interest

• botanical gardens.

artefact: An object 
intentionally made  
by human hands,  
typically of cultural or 
historical interest.

aCtIvIty 6.11: a taLkIng arteFaCt

Choose an artefact from an archaeology or ethnography collection, or, 
alternatively, a personal object that is meaningful to you.

• Why have you chosen this artefact?

• What is the story of this artefact?

• Why is this artefact of importance?

• How is an artefact different from an artwork?

• Make a drawing to accompany your responses.
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Knowledge and the viewer
How does knowledge a�ect your understanding and appreciation of art? What is meant 

by an informed response?

When looking at work by other artists, be curious about the artist’s intentions. What are 

the strategies the artist (or the curator) uses to communicate with the viewer? Consider 

methods of display used and how meaning is communicated or impacted through the 

presentation of the work. 

Figure 6.08: this artefact is 

a roman Catholic ex-voto 

that dates from the French 

colonisation of algeria. these 

are symbols of devotion and 

are used to seek miracles or 

gratitude. this limb is made of 

cast metal and has a hole from 

which it may be hung. this 

might be a prayer for healing 

or an expression of thanks.

ex-voto: An offering 
given in order to ful)ll a 
vow or to give thanks for 
a blessing.

Informed response: In 
the context of the IB, this 
is your own individual 
response to artworks 
you see, informed 
by knowledge and 
experience.

aCtIvIty 6.12: 
IntuItIve 
response to 
artWork 
enCountered

This activity asks 
you to consider the 
impact of information 
(knowledge) on your 
understanding of art. 
At an art exhibition, 
look carefully at the 
work before reading 
any of the supporting 
material or wall texts. 
Make notes of your 
intuitive response 
to the work. Go 
back and read the 
supporting material 
and look at the work 
a second time.

• How is your 
experience of the 
work different 
after gaining 
some background 
information?

• Do you enjoy it 
more (or less) when 
equipped with 
knowledge?

• Record your 
before and after 
response in your 
visual journal.

Figure 6.09: seeing art 

for yourself is entirely 

different from looking at 

images on a screen or in 

a book. things like scale 

can only be experienced 

directly in front of the 

work. In this image an 

Ib art student looks at 

large-scale work by 

valery koshlyakov at the 

venice biennale.
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Engaging with an audience
What makes an exhibition engaging and why are audiences drawn to certain 

exhibitions? Although a multisensory art installation may be more immediately seductive, 

many older, more traditional art forms or lesser-known museum collections, things that 

don’t change with the current trends, are valuable sources of inspiration and can be 4lled 

with surprising discoveries. What draws you in as a viewer?

• What makes an interesting viewer experience?

• Does art have to ‘knock you out’ to be worthy of attention?

• Can old art and new be exhibited together? What happens when they are?

• What stays with you of the art you have seen? What fades rapidly?

• Does being connected digitally enhance your experience?

scale: Scale and 
proportion in art are 
concerned with size. 
Scale generally refers to 
the size of an artwork 
in relation to the world 
around it (miniature, 
small scale, full scale (life-
size) or large scale).

aCtIvIty 6.13: exhIbItIon WaLL texts

Collect examples of exhibition wall texts from shows you’ve visited or viewed 
online. Wall texts in museums are similar to the exhibition texts that you 
write for your resolved work in that they provide the viewer with additional 
information about the work.

• What information does a text give you besides the title of the work?

• How does it guide the viewer in looking at the work?

Figure 6.10: exhibition text by student alyssa spaeth. alyssa’s series of prints is 

accompanied by an explanatory exhibition text, stating title, medium, size and a brief 

description of her intentions.

tip: Write your own text 
each time you )nish a 
studio piece. This will 
be useful when you 
assemble your portfolio 
for your )nal exhibition 
(Chapter 9), where a 
brief exhibition text is 
required for each piece 
you present.

resolved work: An art 
piece that has reached 
a stage of completion 
where no further changes 
are necessary.
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tok and art: viewer response

• Is it important for a work of art to be seen by an audience or not?
• Does the viewer need to have knowledge of art history in order to understand 

the artwork? Should art be ‘accessible’ to those without this knowledge?
• How has the role of the audience’s response to art changed from the 

Renaissance to today?
• What knowledge of art can be gained by focusing on the viewers’ response?
• Can it be argued that art exists only when there is an audience? Does this 

depend on the artwork?
• What is the role of the critic in judgement of the worth of art?
• Are any of the following suf!cient indicators of the value of a work: its 

popularity, its commercial value in the market, its universality in its appeal 
beyond its cultural boundaries, and/or its longevity?

aCtIvIty 6.14: CuratIng an IMagInary exhIbItIon

This comprehensive activity, which addresses multiple aspects of curatorial 
practice, can be done individually or in small groups. Record everything in your 
visual journal or save as a digital document; you may be able to use parts of 
this later for your PP.

a) Choose a focus topic

Choose a theme for your virtual exhibition and )nd at least )ve art works 
from different cultural contexts that address this topic. You can include 
artists from different time periods as well as cultures in your virtual 
exhibition. Look at what kind of shows are on at major museums to get 
a sense of how curators approach thematic exhibitions (for example, 
Figure 6.11 refers to a thematic exhibition featuring artworks from 
different cultural backgrounds that addressed a common theme).

b) design the exhibition

• Print or sketch images of all of the works you want to include in your 
show. (For a rich visual effect, try mixing photos and drawings.)

• Write an exhibition text for each piece (a short descriptive text).

• How do the pieces relate to each other? What are the connections?

• Consider the sequencing of the words and the relationships between 
them – how would you organise this show so that you are directing the 
viewer’s experience?

• Design the layout of the exhibition – what kind of space do you envision?

• Give your exhibition an appropriate and memorable title.

c) Write an introduction

This could be the introduction to an exhibition catalogue. Explain the 
concept behind the show, why you choose the works you did, their 
connections, and the different contexts the work comes from. Describe the 
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exhibition space and what the viewer’s role might be. This is good practice 
for your curatorial rationale (discussed in Chapter 9).

d) Make a presentation

Create a presentation, slideshow or other type of visual presentation of the 
work you have selected and present it to your class.

e) studio work

Add one more piece to the show – but this one isn’t virtual: it’s real, and 
made by you! Make a piece that !ts well with the other works in the 
virtual exhibition, sharing similar concerns in subject matter or in visual 
approaches, or both.

Figure 6.11 exhibition poster. an example of a thematic exhibition is Word into 

Art, at the british Museum in London, 2006. this show brought together the work 

of contemporary artists from the Middle east and north africa. all the works in 

this exhibition shared an interest in the written word: script, calligraphy, letters 

and languages.
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6.3 Methods of display

How you present art work contributes signi4cantly to its meaning. In this section we 

will look at methods of display and how they impact the viewer’s experience.

Figure 6.12: at La vigna 

art studios students use 

materials found outdoors 

to create a temporary 

artwork. these sculptural 

forms are made from 

pine cones and red clay 

and arranged on a fallen 

tree trunk. the natural 

environment became part of 

the display and an integral 

part of the work.

aCtIvIty 6.15: dIspLayIng your Work

This activity will help you think about different ways of displaying your work 
for your )nal exhibition. For each method of display, photograph the results 
and compare them.

• How does display impact the viewer experience of the artwork?

• How does display impact the meaning or message communicated?

• Which method is most effective? Why?

a) 2d methods of display

Make a selection of four to six of your two-dimensional artworks. Try at 
least three different methods of displaying these pieces, such as:

• on the wall in a row at eye level

• on the wall in a square formation

• on the wall at $oor level

• on the wall upside down

• arranged $at on a table

• illuminated with spotlights in a dark room.
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aCtIvIty 6.16: 
targetIng an 
audIenCe

Curate a mini 
exhibition in your 
school, targeting a 
speci)c audience. 
How would you 
curate a show 
differently according 
to the audience? 
Here are a few target 
audiences to try:

• primary school 
students

• teaching staff

• parents.

b) 3d methods of display

Make a selection of three to !ve three-dimensional art works. Try different 

methods of displaying these pieces using a variety of supports, plinths, 
surfaces, backgrounds and lighting.

c) digital methods of display

Make a small selection of artworks that include lens-based, electronic or 
screen-based art forms.

• Design at least two different methods of displaying the work: investigate 
uses of lighting, blackout curtains, monitors and projections.

Figure 6.13: student erika Murakawa tries different methods of display for her  

Peace Project: 1000 Cranes, observing the effects of hanging, piling and arranging, 

and how people would interact with the space. erika writes: ‘this piece was inspired 

by the story of a young girl who died from the effects of radiation after the bomb 

was dropped on hiroshima. I created 1000 white origami cranes as a symbol of 

peace. I wanted to commemorate the people who suffered and died from this 

violence. traditionally, japanese believe that a thousand cranes will bring happiness 

and peace.’

plinth: A rectangular 
block or slab, usually 
stone, serving as a base 
for a sculpture.
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Collecting and displaying as an art practice
Artists are naturally hunters and gatherers of visual material so it makes sense that 

collecting plays a role in many contemporary artists’ practices. Some artists make work 

around pre-existing collections and others use very personal, individual collections. 

Collections may derive from the natural world, the home and the domestic sphere, or 

salvaged material from junkyards, �ea markets and recycling centres. For some artists it is 

the methodology of collecting that is important to their practice.

aCtIvIty 6.17: IMproMptu CuratIng

This activity is intended to reveal how presentation and display change the 
way we see things. You don’t need any special materials, just whatever you 
have available. Work in small groups.

• Empty out your personal belongings from your bag onto the table and 
select and choose objects that work together visually or thematically

• Use objects or furniture present in the room, rearranging or assembling 
them into a new con)guration

• Write a short rationale that explains the reasoning behind your choices

• Give your display a title

• Present your display and the short rationale to the class

• Re$ect on your impromptu curation:

• How does limiting the materials available impact your thinking?
• What have you learned about making connections?
• What makes an effective presentation?
• What methods of display would you like to try if you could?

Figure 6.14: detail of the installation 

Waste not Want not by Chinese artist 

song dong. the artist has used the 

entire contents of his mother’s house 

in beijing as his primary material. the 

contents of the house are categorised, 

collated and organised into displays 

like the bundles of fabric shown in 

this photo.
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6.4 originality and appropriation

When we look at works of art, we are often reminded of things we have seen before. 

Artists frequently reference the past and other artists’ work, revisiting themes, styles and 

imagery, and using traditional methods to realise new ideas.

Originality is a topic that fascinates us all, one that we aspire to and seek out; we are 

always looking for the real thing. But what does it really mean to be original?

aCtIvIty 6.18: artIsts WorkIng WIth CoLLeCtIons

For any artist working with collections, presentation and display are key 
factors. Strategies for displaying a collection vary according to the artist’s 
intention and what she wishes to communicate.

• Look up one of these artists who use collecting and documenting as part of 
their practice:

• Song Dong
• Mark Dion
• Susan Hiller
• Joseph Cornell
• Sophie Calle
• Annette Messager
• Mike Kelley.

• What methods of presentation and display does your chosen artist use?

• How does this artist’s methods of display communicate meaning and affect 
the viewer’s understanding of the work?

aCtIvIty 6.19: your personaL CoLLeCtIon

Over the course of several days or weeks, assemble a collection of objects 
that form a document, a visual record, or a tribute to someone or something 
important to you. The presentation format is as important as the collection 
itself. Format creates meaning; create your display with intentionality.

How will you present the collection?

• Choose a container or a method of display for your objects.

• Make the method of display an important part of the work.

• Write a statement of intent to accompany the work. (This is good 
preparation for writing your curatorial rationale, discussed in Chapter 9).
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the idea or the thing?
Marcel Duchamp, the great prankster, inventor of the ready-made (see Chapter 1), 

changed the course of art history by proposing that art could be an idea rather than a 

thing. Duchamp rejected the assumption that art must be made by the skilled hand of an 

individual craftsman and argued that a work of art should be primarily about the artist’s 

idea, or concept, not the object itself, which is basically the premise behind conceptual art.

Figure 6.15 (left): Cimabue, 

Madonna and Child, 1285 

(tempera and gold leaf on 

wood panel). Figure 6.16 

(right): romare bearden, 

Mother and Child, 1971 

(collage of magazines and 

coloured cut paper). bearden 

has taken the iconography, 

the formal composition 

and the tenderness of this 

classical subject and made 

his own homage to the love 

between mother and child. 

What are the similarities 

and the differences between 

these two artworks?

Figure 6.17: Fountain is  

one of duchamp’s early 

ready-mades, a porcelain 

urinal which he signed  

‘r. Mutt’. the ‘original’ 

was lost but duchamp 

issued 12 of9cial replicas in 

1964, which are in museum 

collections around the 

world. the original was a 

mass-produced plumbing 

9xture and the 12 replicas 

were crafted ceramic 

sculptures based on the 

alfred stieglitz photo of 

the original.

tok and art: What does it mean to be original?

• Can ideas be owned?
• Does a signature make a work of art?
• Is the idea or the thing the original?
• Does a work of art become less valuable when it is in!nitely reproducible?

What did Jean-Luc Godard mean when he said: ‘It’s not where you take things 

from – it’s where you take them to’?
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appropriation
Many contemporary artists work with appropriation using a variety of media and 

sophisticated technology (see Je� Koons, Figure 6.18), but it is not an exclusively 

contemporary trend. Duchamp was using appropriation in his ready-mades (see also 

Chapter 1), Cubism made use of appropriation in collage, and pop artists like Andy 

Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein (Figures 6.20 and 6.22) appropriated images from 

consumer products, advertising, comics and 9ne art.

Figure 6.18: From the Popeye series, 

by jeff koons, 2002. koons has 

appropriated a familiar cartoon 

character for his neo-pop sculpture. 

the 9gure is a stainless steel 

reproduction of a mass-market pvC 

popeye 9gurine.

appropriation: 
Intentional borrowing. 
Appropriation in art and 
art history refers to the 
practice of artists taking 
a pre-existing image from 
another context – art 
history, advertising, the 
media – and creating 
a new image or object 
by combining or 
transforming the original.

Cubism: Style of modern 
art in which an object 
or person is shown as a 
set of geometric shapes 
and as if seen from many 
different angles at the 
same time.

Fine art: Drawings, 
paintings and sculptures 
that are admired for 
their beauty and have no 
practical use.

pop art: type of modern 
art that started in the 
1960s and uses images 
and objects from 
everyday life.

aCtIvIty 6.20: artIsts revIsItIng artIsts

Choose one of the examples of artists revisiting past artworks (either 
Figures 6.19 and 6.20, or Figures 6.21 and 6.22) and answer the questions 
below in your visual journal. Be sure to include the images for reference, and 
to cite your sources.

• What signi!cant changes has the second artist made to the !rst image?

• How do the composition, colours and techniques differ?

• How has the context of the artwork changed?

• Does it communicate a different message or meaning?

• Is this appropriation or interpretation?
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Figure 6.19: Leonardo da 

vinci, Annunciation, circa 

1472–75 (oil and tempera 

on panel). this Italian 

renaissance painting shows 

the moment in the bible 

when the angel gabriel tells 

the virgin Mary that she 

will bear the son of god.

Figure 6.20: andy Warhol, 

Leonardo’s Annunciation 

1472, 1984 (print edition). 

Warhol explicitly references 

Leonardo’s painting in 

the title of his work. 

this is one of a series of 

silkscreen prints in different 

colour schemes. how 

has Warhol changed the 

mood and the meaning of 

Leonardo’s Annunciation?

Figure 6.21 (left): henri Matisse, Gold)sh, 1911. Figure 6.22 (right): roy Lichtenstein, 

Still Life with Gold)sh, 1972. american pop artist roy Lichtenstein revisited well-

known paintings by Matisse, Monet, van gogh and Cézanne in his signature 

pixilated, graphic style. In Figure 6.22 Lichtenstein pays homage to Matisse’s painting. 

What other objects does he introduce into the picture and why?

renaissance: The period 
of growth of interest and 
activity in the areas of 
art, literature and ideas 
in Europe during the 15th 
and 16th centuries.
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originality in Ib dp visual arts
The importance of the process and the making of the work is an essential part of IB 

DP Visual Arts. All of the work that you submit for assessment must be entirely made 

by you. If you have designed a wearable piece of art, for example, but had it made by 

someone else, you may only present the plans and designs as your own work, not the 

4nished product. If you are using found objects to create a new artwork, the resulting 

combination of objects can be considered an original art piece.

aCtIvIty 6.21: approprIate an advertIseMent

Explore the concept of appropriation through digital manipulation.

• Choose an image from advertising that appeals to you.

• Import it into Photoshop, Brushes, or other image-manipulating software.

• Reconstruct the ad by zooming in, cropping, layering, changing the text, 
changing the colours, or subtracting from or adding to it.

• By altering the ad, give it a different meaning altogether.

tok and art: appropriation

• How has technology blurred the boundaries of appropriation?
• When is appropriation of another artist’s work homage and when is 

it plagiarism?
• Can recycled and re-uploaded images be considered original work?
• Can you maintain ownership of an idea when it is in the public domain?
• Find an example of ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ artistic appropriation.

tip: When your work has 
been clearly inspired by 
another artist make sure 
you acknowledge this, 
clearly citing the sources 
of your in$uence.

artIsts revIsItIng artIsts

Picasso reinterpreting Velázquez’s Las Meninas

Richard Diebenkorn revisits Matisse’s Windows

Bill Viola’s video transcription of Hieronymous Bosch’s painting Christ Mocked

Versions of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, by Duchamp, Botero or Warhol.

Tracy Emin’s response to Frida Kahlo’s self-portrait

Ingres’s Odalisque, and Lalla Essaydi’s Les Femmes du Maroc: La Grande Odalisque

Velázquez’s Portrait of Pope Innocent X, and Francis Bacon’s response to it.

They always say time changes things, but you actually have to change them 

yourself. (Andy Warhol)

Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal. (TS Eliot)
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If using appropriation, parody, reference or homage to other artists works in your 

own work be aware of copyright laws and make sure you always indicate your sources 

clearly and explicitly. Some images, even when altered signi4cantly, may still be in breach 

of copyright.

The reproduction of another artist’s work either as a process for developing 

and honing skills, or to create another image through parody or pastiche has a 

long history in Western art, but presents signi4cant challenges in the context of 

a university matriculation course where students are asked to declare that the 

work that they submit is their own ...

Where students choose to explore appropriation, pastiche, parody, détournement 

or homage in their art-making practices, teachers need to counsel them to 

choose imagery that comes from creative commons or public domain sources, 

or otherwise formal permission is sought. It is essential that the source of any 

original imagery is correctly attributed in their visual arts journal and in the 

accompanying exhibition text of any work submitted. (From IB advice on 

appropriation in art-making, given in the IBO’s Academic Honesty in Visual Arts, 

online curriculum centre.)

Collaborative work

Figure 6.23: student Collaborative Mural at La vigna art studios, pisa. a collaborative 

piece like this wall sgraf)to comprises distinct elements, so that an individual can take 

ownership of a speci9c part within the work.
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Collaborative art practices involve two or more artists sharing ownership for the process 

and the resulting art works. Students who are interested in collaborations should explore 

artists who work collaboratively and how these partnerships evolve. It can be a very 

exciting way of working, but also very challenging and not suited to all personalities. 

Many collaborative teams tend to work with installation and performance rather than 

the more intimate areas of art-making more suited to individuals. (Chapter 3 looks at the 

site-speci4c collaborative practice of Christo and Jeanne-Claude.)

Contemporary artists like Je� Koons or Takashi Murakami have huge production studios 

full of assistants executing the work according to instructions. Damien Hirst employs 

many young artists to paint the dots on his famous dot paintings. Andy Warhol ran an 

art factory. Even Michelangelo mixed paints in the workshop of Ghirlandaio! Although 

artists who have reached a certain level of fame and fortune may have assistants who do 

many of the tasks for them, this doesn’t apply to you. As an IB DP Visual Arts student 

you must make your work yourself.

summary

In this chapter you have learned to look at art with a discerning eye, seeing connections 

and relationships among other artists’ works and within your own work. You have 

seen how presentation impacts meaning, and experimented with creating and curating 

displays. You have considered yourself as the viewer as well as the artist, and seen how, 

as a student artist, you are both the maker and the curator of your own work. You have 

explored the concept of originality and appropriation and asked the question: What does 

it mean to be original as an artist, as an IB student?

tip: The !nal assessment 
is always an individual 
one so if you work on 
a collaborative project, 
make sure you can clearly 
show your individual 
contribution. Document 
the development of the 
project thoroughly in 
your process portfolio.

‘. . . internally assessed 
work must be entirely 
[the students’] own. 
Where collaboration 
between students is 
permitted, it must be 
clear to all students what 
the difference is between 
collaboration and 
collusion.’ (IB DP Visual 
Arts Guide, page 49)
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7
Introduction

This chapter looks at the requirements of the comparative study (CS) and its role in 

the course. You will compare and contrast artworks from di�erent cultural backgrounds, 

considering di�erent modes of analysis and making connections between the chosen 

works. You will learn how to identify and reference sources and use subject-speci$c art 

language when you analyse artworks. You will also begin to see your own developing art 

practice in relation to the artists you study, and consider how this impacts your work.

 LearnIng objeCTIves

 • Become familiar with the requirements of the CS.

 • Analyse, interpret and evaluate artworks.

 • Identify sources and use an academic referencing system.

 • Use subject-speci$c language to discuss art.

 •  Compare and make connections between artworks from different 
cultural contexts.

 • Consider how to structure and present your CS.

 •  See your own developing art practice in relation to other artists and art 
history (HL).

7.1 What is the comparative study?

The CS is an independent critical comparison of at least three works by at least two 

di�erent artists from di�erent cultural contexts that you have chosen for their relevance 

and personal interest.

You will use research and personal re%ection to analyse and interpret these art works. 

This will help you to develop informed ways of looking at the work of other artists and 

understand how critical investigation underpins the art-making process. For HL students 

this is a chance to make important connections with your own art-making practice and 

think about how theory is related to practice.

How is the comparative study assessed?
The CS is one of the three assessed components of the course. The $nal version, which 

comprises 20% of your overall IB DP Visual Arts grade, is submitted as a digital $le and 

assessed on screen. Although there is no prescribed format or word count there is a 

speci$ed number of screens for SL and HL.

Context: The 
circumstances that 
surround an event or an 
idea and help it to be 
understood.

You are just as quali$ed as any expert to make a judgement and have a feeling 

or a response to any work of art. (Bill Viola)
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The formal requirements of the comparative study task
SL students: 10–15 screens

HL students: 10–15 screens, plus 3–5 screens in which you analyse your own artwork in 

relation to the artists and artworks you have chosen.

The CS is assessed according to a set of criteria that address key areas of learning: critical 

thinking skills and the ability to analyse, interpret, evaluate and compare, using art 

language, research and personal insight. (A detailed discussion of the assessment criteria 

with tables and descriptors can be found in Chapter 10.)

The assessment criteria for the comparative study
A Identi)cation and analysis of formal qualities........................... 6 points

B Analysis and understanding of function and purpose............. 6 points

C Analysis and evaluation of cultural signi)cance........................ 6 points

D Making comparisons and connections..................... 6 points

E Presentation and subject speci)c language............................ 6 Points

F (HL ONLY) Making connections to own art-making practice ....12 points

7.2 Analyse, interpret,  
evaluate, compare

Developing your skills in research, analysis, interpretation, evaluation and comparison 

is a key learning objective for this component of the course, as is developing your 

understanding of art terminology. Research and analysis will help you to develop an 

informed response to the artwork you encounter. Gaining knowledge and understanding 

will change the way you look at an artwork as you discover more about the artist’s 

intentions and the context in which the work was made.

This section helps you to identify and understand the analytical and interpretive skills 

you need for your CS. Developing these skills will help you meet the assessment 

objectives for the CS (described in Chapter 10).

Analysis of formal qualities
When analysing an artwork in any media you can begin by describing the formal, visual 

aspects of the work. This is essentially describing what you see. Describe the visual 

structure of the image in detail, referring to the formal elements of art and design: line, 

shape, size, space, colour, texture, value and so on. You can also describe the medium 

and the materials used, and discuss how it was made (is it a painting, a light projection, a 

knitted sock . . .?)

The terms used to describe the formal qualities of art are important vocabulary for an 

art student. If you are able to identify these elements you will be better equipped to 

discuss a work of art (your own or someone else’s).

Formal elements of art: 
The ‘formal’ qualities or 
elements of art do not 
mean that it is fancy, 
elegant or conventional. 
‘Formal’ refers to the 
form, as in the formal 
elements, such as line, 
shape, colour, space, size, 
texture, value, pattern . . .
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Formal qualities are not entirely separate from one another and can be considered 

holistically (as a whole). Analysis will also vary depending on the medium of the artwork. 

When you are analysing a painting, the formal qualities are not the same as when you 

are analysing a moving image, a sculpture or an installation. Every medium has its 

speci$c language and visual elements.

When analysing non-traditional art forms, try to address the most relevant formal 

qualities. The whole notion of formal elements in the 21st century is changing and you 

may need to $nd new vocabulary altogether!

Tip: When describing 
the formal qualities of 
an artwork, use subject-
speci"c language 
whenever possible.

sTudenT exampLe: TaLIa sTern

Figure 7.01: screen from comparative study (sL), by student Talia stern. Here Talia analyses the formal qualities in 

velázquez’s painting, considering colour, light, and compositional structure.
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Interpreting function and purpose
Examining the function and purpose of an object means asking the question, ‘What is it 

made for?’

Some artworks have a very clear purpose: a designed object such as a chair or a vessel 

has a practical function as well as a decorative function. You have probably seen many 

examples of art with a religious purpose, or a narrative purpose (telling a story, as 

in history painting), or art that has a mainly personal, expressive function. Some art 

functions as a status symbol, conferring power or wealth to the owner; some work 

is created with the intent to shock or disturb. Function and purpose may be more 

relevant when discussing certain artworks (e.g. religious, ceremonial, commemorative, 

propaganda) and less with others.

Some of the functions of art
(A single artwork may have more than one!)

• Expressive – expresses the artists’ feelings.

• Descriptive – records the likeness of a place or person or other subject.

• Conceptual –the idea or concept behind the work is more important than the object.

• Practical function – has a practical use, such as clothing, vessels, furniture, a building.

• Religious – tells a religious story or is an object of devotion.

• Historical narrative function – tells a story of an event in history.

• Commemorative – made to honour someone (like a statue of a famous person).

• Political function – serves a political purpose, such as propaganda.

• Symbolic – symbolises certain beliefs or ideas without representing them.

• Decorative – used to adorn the body, a room, a building and so on.

• Ritual – used as part of a ritual or ceremony, or has magical powers.

• Shock – intended to shock or upset the viewer

aCTIvITy 7.1: 
FormaL and 
ConCepTuaL 
ComparIsons

• Choose two 
artworks that 
clearly have visual, 
formal qualities 
in common.

• Compare them 
in terms of their 
formal qualities.

• Choose a third 
artwork that 
doesn’t necessarily 
share formal 
qualities with 
the "rst two, 
but does address 

similar concepts.

• Compare the third 
artwork with the 
other two, this 
time comparing 
ideas and concepts.

Conceptual: Conceptual 
qualities in art refer 
to the idea or concept 
behind the work rather 
than the actual product.

spoTLIgHT on THe sTudenT: TaLIa sTern

nationality: French/American.
born: Paris

main artistic interests:
• music’s relationship with colour, shape and form
• expression of synesthesia
• human psychology conveyed through use of space.

In<uential artists:
• Wassily Kandinsky
• Sonia Delaunay
• Alfred Hitchcock
• Edward Hopper
• Paul Klee.
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evaluation of cultural signi=cance
For the CS you are asked to choose artworks from di�erent cultural contexts for 

comparison. A cultural context is the background from which an artwork emerges, the 

place and time and the causes and conditions that have helped shape the work. Di�erent 

cultural contexts might mean the artwork comes from di�erent geographical or cultural 

backgrounds, or di�erent periods in history. (Chapter 3 explores the de$nition of culture 

in greater depth.) When you evaluate the cultural signi$cance of an artwork you are 

aCTIvITy 7.3: WHy Was IT made?

Discuss the function and purpose of Rachel Whiteread’s public sculpture House 
(Figure 7.2 ).

• What do you think the artist’s intentions were in making this?

• Who was it made for?

• What would you say were the function and purpose of House?

• Can an artwork have more than one function?

• Is function always functional?

aCTIvITy 7.2: 
WHaT’s my 
FunCTIon?

Find examples of 
"ve artworks with 
different functions. 
You might want to 
refer to the list or add 
more functions to it.

ToK and art: Function  
of art

• Are there common 
standards by which 
we can judge art from 
different cultures?

• How do you decide 
what is good and 
bad art?

• How does 
knowledge in2uence 
understanding of art?

• What role does 
emotional response 
play in looking at art?

• Does all art have a 
social function?

• Does all art have an 
expressive function?

• Does all art have 
a function?

Figure 7.02: rachel Whiteread, House, 1993. This temporary public sculpture was a concrete 

cast of the inside of a house scheduled for demolition in a neighbourhood in east London. 

House remained in place for eleven weeks, and was then demolished to make way for the 

rest of the development.
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asking: Where was it made? When was it made? What is the background from which 

this artwork emerged: the cultural, social, political, historical and personal in%uences that 

shaped it?

Conceptual and material signi*cance
As discussed in Chapter 4, the materials an artist uses can be closely linked to the cultural 

signi$cance of the work. They may also contribute to conceptual meaning – the message 

that the work communicates.

As you have seen, cultural context isn’t only related to place. The weavings in Figures 

7.4 and 7.5 are both from Ghana but come from di�erent historical contexts and re%ect 

di�erent cultural content. Both tapestries present colourful, abstract patterns. However, 

they are not limited to a decorative function.

Figure 7.03: Comparative study screen (HL) by student sari Imai. sari analyses the cultural 

signi=cance of the brazilian artist arthur bispo do rosário, in the context of outsider art: 

‘Con=ned from mainstream society and put in an institution, art was arguably his way 

of remaining sane and expressing his thoughts. He has been compared to andy Warhol 

for the way he recycles found objects in his works, although both individuals come from 

contrasting backgrounds (social elite/impoverished). “He used contemporary art as a way 

to turn con=nement into freedom,” said raquel Fernandes, director of the bispo do rosário 

museum of Contemporary art (ap: 2015)”.’

aCTIvITy 7.4: 
expLorIng 
ConTexT

Often the meaning 
and signi"cance 
of a work of art 
are deeply tied to 
context. Choose an 
artwork and respond 
to the questions.

• What was 
happening in the 
world at the time 
this piece was made?

• What cultural, 
religious or political 
beliefs in2uence 
this work?

• What personal 
experiences may 
have in+uenced it?

• What other artists 
and cultural 
movements were 
at the forefront at 
this time?
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Figure 7.05: detail of 

rikki Wemega-Kwawu, 

Kente for the Space 

Age, 2007. This weaving 

by the contemporary 

ghanaian artist is made 

of pre-paid phone cards, 

a commonplace object 

recycled from popular 

culture that carries its own 

implications and symbols 

from contemporary urban 

african life.

Figure 7.04: 19th-century 

traditional ghanaian 

double-weave kente cloth 

(cotton, silk), ewe peoples. 

Kente cloths are colourful, 

patterned ceremonial 

cloths traditionally woven 

by hand. small strips of 

cloth are =rst woven, 

then arranged and sewn 

together to create a 

colourful, abstract pattern. 

The function and purpose 

are not purely decorative. 

They are also symbolic of 

prestige and high social 

status and imbued with 

the history, philosophy 

and belief systems of the 

people – far more than 

pretty pieces of cloth.
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Comparing and contrasting
In any comparison, it is essential to discuss the similarities and the di�erences. After 

establishing the common ground in the artworks you are looking at (perhaps a similar 

subject matter or shared formal qualities), you can discuss the ways in which the works 

are di�erent.

7.3 research and resources

Before you compile your CS you will need to $nd appropriate resources and do some 

preliminary research on the artworks you have chosen to compare. If you select artworks 

that have readily available background information (i.e. published material), it will be 

much easier to gather information and compile a bibliography. Museums and galleries 

are a good place to start if you aren’t sure about the suitability of your sources.

primary and secondary sources
You are strongly recommended to see at least one of the artworks yourself in a 

museum, gallery or artist’s studio: artwork seen $rst-hand would be considered a 

primary source. When this is not possible, try to $nd good-quality reproductions. Art 

books and exhibition catalogues usually have better-quality reproductions than the 

small low-resolution images found on the internet, and can be extremely useful in 

conducting research.

aCTIvITy 7.5: InTerpreTIng CuLTuraL sIgnIFICanCe

What conceptual meaning is communicated through the materials? How is this 
different in these two artworks? Reread the captions to Figures 7.4 and 7.5 
and discuss each artwork. Use the questions to guide you:

• What does it mean? Does it contain symbols? Does it tell a story?

• Why did the artist create this artwork? Does it have a speci*c purpose or 
role (e.g. religious, political, practical)?

• What was the context in which the work was made? What was going on in 
that place and time?

• What were the social and historical factors that might have in+uenced the 
work (e.g. war, technology, pop culture)?

• What audience was the work intended for?

• What kind of relationship with the ‘viewer’ do you think the artist desired?

• What conceptual meaning is communicated through the materials?

aCTIvITy 7.6: 
Compare and 
ConTrasT TWo 
arTWorKs

Choose artists whose 
work addresses content 
or style related to what 
you are developing in 
your own work. Your 
teacher may be able 
to suggest appropriate 
works or it could 
be an artist you are 
already researching for 
your CS.

Discuss the two 
artworks using 
these guidelines:

• Compare and 
contrast the 
formal qualities.

• Compare and 
contrast the function 
and purpose.

• Compare and 
contrast the cultural 
similarities and 
differences.

• Express your 
own critical 
interpretation of 
the signi"cance of 
the work based on 
your research.

primary source: In the 
context of art, a primary 
source is an original 
document, creative 
work, artefact or relic, 
not interpreted by a 
third party. When you 
interview an artist or visit 
an exhibition or studio 
and experience the work 
directly, this is considered 
a primary source.
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When using the internet as a research tool, identify the reliability of the website and the 

author. Many art institutions, museums, universities and established contemporary artists 

have websites with educational forums and are a reliable source of information.

referencing
As an IB student you must always acknowledge all the sources you have used in any 

work submitted for assessment. Give the source details of all the images, text extracts 

and quotes you refer to in your work, including work or ideas of another artist, 

person or source that you have paraphrased or summarised. You may choose the 

referencing style you prefer or the one used by your school, but it is important to be 

consistent throughout.

Sources include (but are not limited to) images, books and websites. Here are some other 

sources you might want to reference in your bibliography:

• participation in practical workshops

• exhibitions and exhibition catalogues

• (lmed interviews with visual arts professionals

• lectures and lecture notes

• audio recordings and soundtracks

• newspaper articles and magazines

• online groups and forums

• feedback and advice from others

• (lms, and television and radio programmes.

Citing sources
When citing images the recommended format is: Artist / Title / Date / Media / 

Source.

When citing texts, present in the following order: Author / Title / Publisher / Date /  

Page or Website

If citing work you found on the internet, you must cite the artist and the details of the 

work, not just the URL where you found it! Include the date you accessed the page, 

along with the URL.

For example, the recommended format for citing Figure 7.06 would be Diego Velasquez/ 

Las Meninas/1656/ Oil on canvas 318 x 108.7 inches/Museo del Prado, Madrid

aCTIvITy 7.7:  
FInd a  
prImary sourCe

Visit a gallery, 
museum or studio, 
interview an 
artist, or identify 
some public art in 
your community. 
Document your 
source with 
photos and notes 
in your journal.

Tip: You are required to 
submit the bibliography 
(list of sources) for 
your Cs as a separate 
document. As soon as 
you know you would like 
to refer to an image or 
text, collect the reference 
information in a Word 
document. Doing this will 
save you a lot of time 
later when you compile 
your bibliography.
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subject-speci=c language
Although the CS is not assessed on the quality of your grammar, it is important to write 

clearly and coherently, using appropriate art terminology and vocabulary. Subject-speci$c 

language is an assessed criteria, so try to use the correct art language whenever possible. 

This can be language describing visual qualities, as in ‘contrasting dark tones’, or more 

technical terms, as in ‘intaglio printmaking’ (see ‘Printmaking terms’, in Chapter 4).

aCTIvITy 7.8: usIng subjeCT-speCIFIC Language To desCrIbe  
an arTWorK

You can do this activity in your visual journal.

• Choose one artwork to describe.

• Describe the formal qualities using subject-speci*c language.

• Describe the techniques and materials using subject-speci*c language.

• Describe the function and purpose of the work and what it communicates 
to the viewer using subject-speci"c language.

Include an image of the work and cite your sources.

Tip: Your teacher 
can review the "rst 
draft of your CS and 
make suggestions for 
improvement. Make sure 
you show your "rst draft 
to your teacher in plenty 
of time for you to review 
their comments and write 
your draft for submission! 
Remember that your *nal 
draft must be entirely 
your own work.

Figure 7.06: diego 

velázquez, Las Meninas, 

1656 (oil on canvas, 

318 × 108.7 inches), museo 

del prado, madrid.
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Quotes
You may use quotes to support your comparison if they are relevant and properly 

referenced. A quote from an artist can give us insight into what they were thinking 

about, their working process and how they want the work to be perceived.

Figure 7.07: Comparative study screen by student sari Imai. In this example, sari analyses 

an artwork, Blackbird by betye saar. sari uses subject-speci=c language when discussing 

the composition (‘line of symmetry’), when analysing the colour scheme (‘subtle brown 

of wood is a tertiary colour . . . otherwise mainly neutral tones’). she also supports and 

enhances her analysis with quotes from the artist on her creative process.

Tip: Pay attention to 
the spelling of artists’ 
names and of subject-
speci"c terms.
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7.4 Choosing artworks and artists

Choose your artworks for the CS, bearing in mind the availability of appropriate 

resources (as discussed in section 7.3), the marking criteria (detailed in Chapter 10) and 

the requirements of the task:

• You must select a minimum of three artworks by at least two di+erent artists. You may 

include more pieces if you wish, but try to keep it manageable.

• The artists or artworks should come from di+erent cultural or historical contexts (as 

discussed in section 7.2, ‘Evaluation of cultural signi$cance’).

• The artworks can be in any (ne or applied art media including painting, drawing, 

sculpture, print, photography, textiles, installation, new media, architecture, artefacts 

and designed objects.

Re%ect on what is meaningful to you and choose artworks that you would like to learn 

more about. You can compare anything, but it will only have convincing strength if there 

is solid ground for comparison, either formally or conceptually, or both. You might select 

works that address a particular theme, or investigate key works in art history. Your choice 

of artworks might be inspired by a TOK question like the ones you $nd throughout 

this book.

HL students should investigate artists or artworks that are clearly related to their own 

artistic interests:

• What are you working on in the studio?

• What techniques and media you are exploring?

• What ideas and themes interest you?

• What exhibitions have you seen lately?

student examples
In this section we look at how three students chose their artworks for the CS and what 

they say about their choices.

aCTIvITy 7.9: FInd a sIgnIFICanT QuoTe

Find a quote from an artist whose work you are discussing in your CS.

• How does the quote support or explain the artist’s work or 
working methods?

• How does it re+ect the cultural and historical context the artist is 
working in?

• How does it further your understanding of their artwork?
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sTudenT exampLe: TaLIa sTern (sL)

Figure 7.08: First screen of comparative study by sL student Talia stern (you will recall Talia’s work from Figure 7.01). 

Talia chose to compare artworks that explore the psychology of family dynamics, making meaningful connections 

between these three artists from different cultural and temporal contexts.

Talia chose artworks by three artists from di�erent backgrounds, analysing how each one depicts family dynamics 

through pictorial means:

• Diego Velázquez (1599–1660), Las Meninas

• Max Beckmann (1884–1950), Family Picture

• Gregory Crewdson (1962–), Untitled (Sunday Roast)
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sTudenT exampLe: sarI ImaI (HL)

Figure 7.09: Cs screen by student sari Imai showing introduction of artworks.

Sari writes: Sari chose to look at assemblage sculpture, as it related to her own artwork, examining the work of 

three artists from di�erent cultural backgrounds.

• Betye Saar

• Louise Nevelson

• Arthur Bispo do Rosário

For my assemblage series Monochromatic Me, I looked at three di�erent artists; two of which are contemporary 

American assemblage artists that were in%uenced by contrasting cultures (African-American and Jewish), and the 

third who is considered to be an outsider artist originating from Brazil.

My theme deals with humans and their attachment to objects, more speci$cally looking at personal objects and 

their various forms, textures and memories that they contain. The works of these artists greatly in%uenced the 

development of my work, as they use found objects whose auras that they once evoked are transformed once 

assembled to together.

I chose these artists as I was particularly interested in exploring how the objects that each artist has used bring forth 

parts of their identity, their culture and their nation’s history.

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



The comparative study

168 

7
sTudenT exampLe: mILa gajIĆ (HL)

Figure 7.10: Cs screen by student mila gajic’ introducing the artists and the scope of the investigation.

Mila chose to focus on two artists from di�erent cultural and historical backgrounds for her CS. She analyses three 

artworks by each artist that explore the idea of space and home, and their existence in physical reality and in the 

mind. This research was very relevant to her own developing sculptures of houses, which you can see in the case 

study at the end of this chapter.

• Do Ho Suh: Perfect Home, New York City Apartment, Home within Home

• Alberto Giacometti: The Palace at 4 a.m., The Cage and Suspended Ball.
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7.5 structuring and presenting your 
comparative study

How you structure your CS is up to you as long as it is clear and coherent and addresses 

the assessment criteria.

Venn diagrams and other graphic organisers can be useful in your planning stages and 

may be incorporated into the presentation.

Figure 7.11: Comparative study screen by student daimei Wu. on this screen daimei uses a 

venn diagram to compare three artists, evidencing their shared characteristics. (see Figure 

7.14 For daimei’s studio work, inspired by her study of Frida Kahlo.)
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Optional framework for structuring the comparative study
Introduction

• Introduce area of interest and any common theme or concepts that underpin 

the comparison.

The artworks and their context

Identify and discuss the selected art works in terms of their

• cultural and historical context

• formal qualities

• function and purpose

• cultural, material and conceptual signi(cance.

Making connections between the works

Make clear links between the artworks. You could:

• compare the cultural contexts of the work - how are they shaped by their culture 

and time?

• compare the formal qualities - how are they similar? How do they di+er?

• compare the content, motifs, signs, symbols - how is meaning communicated?

• compare the material and conceptual signi(cance - how is this related to 

cultural context?

Connections with own art (HL only)

Re%ect on the relationship with your own artwork in terms of:

• cultural context

• formal qualities

• function and purpose

• materials, conceptual and cultural signi(cance.

Note: Include images of your own artwork and reference just as you would the other 

works: title, medium, size, date.

Sources

Include a separate list of sources used for investigation (Bibliography).

presentation
Your presentation should be visually engaging, interesting to look at and easy to read. 

The CS is not an essay. It is a visual presentation that balances written and visual content; 

it can include journal pages, handwriting, drawings, diagrams, photos and text.

You can develop your investigation in a Word document or in your visual journal, 

collecting images and background information on artists and adding your interpretations, 

evaluations and visual analysis. To create your digital presentation you can assemble your 

pages on paper, photograph/scan and add text or design elements digitally, or work 

directly on screen: this is a matter of personal preference.

A visually engaging presentation includes a variety of interesting visual approaches and is 

clear and easy for the person reading it to follow. Some suggestions to keep in mind:

• Pay attention to design, balancing visual and written content.

• Use clear, good-quality photos, and detailed close-ups.
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• Include your own drawings or extracts from your visual journal.

• Label all images and include full references on separate source page.

• Label your own work clearly as such.

• Use subject-speci(c art language accurately and appropriately.

• Use sub-headers to help clarify content, such as ‘Function and purpose’.

Figure 7.12: Cs screen by 

student mila gajic’. mila 

takes an unusual visual 

approach, composing her Cs 

as if it were a sketchbook, 

using a hand-drawn layout 

but keeping the text clear 

and legible. she also makes 

use of sub-headers to tell 

us what she is addressing in 

her analysis.

Tip: Tips on presentation

You can use a slide presentation software such as Microsoft’s PowerPoint®, Apple’s 
Keynote® or Prezi Pro™ and convert the document to a portable document *le 
(PDF) for electronic submission.

Don’t use animations within slides or animated transitions between slides; this 
information will not translate when the *le is converted to a PDF.

Resize images for your presentation to a maximum height or width of 1500 
pixels, optimised for web and devices. This will signi"cantly reduce the 
overall size of your "le, without compromising the image quality when viewed 
on a screen.

Be consistent in your design scheme and stick with one or two fonts throughout. 
Avoid narrow, decorative or cursive fonts and make sure text is high contrast 
to background for easy visibility. Keep slide backgrounds simple and 
consistent throughout.

Wherever possible, use visuals and graphics in preference to lengthy text.

The CS will be viewed on screen so a landscape (horizontal) format is preferable.
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7.6 making connections to your 
own art

Figures 7.13 (left): Frida Kahlo, Self-Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird, 1940 (oil on canvas). Figure 7.14 

(right): Human Nature by student daimei Wu (watercolour and pencil). Frida Kahlo was one of the artists that daimei 

researched for her Cs, which consequently inspired daimei’s self-portrait. although daimei’s work is not a direct copy, it is 

clearly a homage to the artist.

Making connections between your own developing art practice and the work of other 

artists is an important part of your developmental process. This enables you to place 

yourself in a wider context and may also help you to identify the techniques, styles and 

thematic content you want to develop in your own work. You might apply some of the 

techniques or styles of a given artist in your own work, but when borrowing directly 

from another’s ideas be sure to acknowledge your sources of inspiration.

Tip: The CS enhances your 
understanding of art and 
helps to give context to 
your own work.
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aCTIvITy 7.10: ConTexTuaLIsIng your arTWorK

This is an opportunity to re2ect on your own development and place yourself 
in context within a broader "eld of art-making practice.

• Who are the artists who have helped form you?

• Who do you consider to be your ‘creative ancestors’? Look back in time at 
art history: who are those in2uential "gures whose work you loved even as 
a child, or maybe a friend or teacher who has in+uenced you?

• Make a mind-map that shows the artists and thinkers who have impacted 
your development as an artist.

Figure 7.15: mind-map by the author, of the artists who have in<uenced her painting. It 

includes notes about the aspect of the work that was in<uential, such as ‘mineral colours’, 

‘simpli=cation of form’ or ‘elements of surprise’.

You have to look back to connect the dots.  

(Steve Jobs)
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HL students are required to add 3–5 screens that make connections between aspects 

of their own work and the artworks analysed in the CS. SL students will also bene$t 

from re%ecting on these connections, although they will not include this in the CS 

presentation. The activities and re%ections in this section are for any student wishing to 

explore their own developing artwork in relation to other artists’ work.

aCTIvITy 7.11: 
meanIngFuL 
ConneCTIons

Consider the 
development of your 
own art in relation to 
the artworks you have 
chosen for your CS.

• Can you make 
meaningful 
connections 
between your work 
and the artworks 
you have chosen?

• Are the 
connections 
conceptual or 
formal, or both?

• Has this work 
in2uenced you 
directly and if 
so, how?

Tip: Remember that in 
your CS it is not your 
artworks that are being 
assessed, but your ability 
to make informed and 
meaningful connections 
with one or more of the 
selected works.

sTudenT exampLe: sarI ImaI

Figure 7.16: In this comparative study screen HL student sari Imai discusses how betye 

saar’s piece Blackbird (Figure 7.07) was a major in<uence on her own work.

spoTLIgHT on THe sTudenT: sarI ImaI

nationality: Japanese
born: Neuilly sur Seine, France

main artistic interests:
• an individual’s sentimental attachment to objects
• 3D work utilising found objects
• evoking a personal and intimate atmosphere.

In<uential artists:
• Louise Nevelson
• Betye Saar
• Robert Gober
• Robert Rauschenberg
• Francisco de Zurbarán.
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   Case sTudy: mILa gajIC’

The experience of the CS as a tool for learning to investigate, 
analyse and interpret art can have a profound impact on a student’s 
developing work when the artworks for comparison are chosen wisely. 
In the case of Mila, an HL student, her aptly chosen exploration of two 
artists’ work led her to re2ect on the concepts that would form the 
basis of her studio work for her exhibition.

spoTLIgHT on THe sTudenT: mILa gajIĆ

nationality: Bosnia-Herzegovina
born: Gradiška

main artistic interests:
• relationship between *gure and space
• exploring the concept of space
• interior design
• the human *gure
• miniature.

In<uential artists:
• Charles Matton
• Alberto Giacometti
• Do Ho Suh
• OKO

You have already seen some of student Mila Gajićs work for her CS 
(Figures 7.10 and 7.12) in which she explores the idea of space and 
home both materially and symbolically, in the work of Korean artist 
Do Ho Suh and Swiss artist Alberto Giacometti. The relationship 
between these artists’ work and Mila’s own developing work is 
signi"cant: the connections include formal qualities, cultural and 
contextual references and conceptual meaning.
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Figure 7.17: Korean artist 

do Ho suh’s sculptural 

installation Perfect Home, 

2003, was made out of 

translucent nylon, life size 

and complete with the 

furnishings of the interior 

of a home. although 

the scale is much larger 

than mila was able to 

work in, the attention to 

detail and the intimate 

feeling of the space were 

strong in<uences on 

mila’s work.

Figure 7.18: alberto 

giacometti, The Palace 

at 4 a.m., 1932 (sculpture 

made of wood, glass, wire 

and string), moma. The 

building is like a delicate 

cage or a drawing in three 

dimensions. There are 

enigmatic =gures in the 

space, but they exist in 

separate zones, perhaps 

dreaming. giacometti 

in<uenced how mila 

thought about space 

and the presence or 

absence of the =gure in her 

own work.
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Figure 7.19: screen 20 of mila gajic’s comparative study. Here she explains the 

profound impact of the artists she researched for her Cs, do Ho suh and alberto 

giacometti, on her own art work.

In these extracts from her CS and exhibition text, Mila writes about 
the focus of her investigations for her work, and how the artists she 
studied laid the foundation for the main ideas that she explored in her 
own artwork.

I use different materials to question the meaning and value of home 
and possible uses of space. I’m exploring abstraction with miniatures, 

interior design and sculpture under the in2uence of artists from 
different cultures, such as Charles Matton, Alberto Giacometti,  

Do Ho Suh.

My ideas didn’t come by pure observation of surroundings but with 
personal experience. Since I left home to study away, I often felt like 
I don’t have place to settle down. Sometimes I would question where 
do I belong or I’d feel like I’m constantly on the road. This experience 

in2uenced my art and the main connection between all of my 
artworks is space, meaning, value of home and the role or absence  

of the "gure.

Most of my works present rooms where people are absent, which 
leaves space for viewers to recognise their own meaningful place 

inside or ideally to use imagination and invent it, since I also question 
imagination as potential space.
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Figure 7.20: mila gajic’, 

sculptures of house, mixed 

media, seen from three 

different viewpoints. mila 

writes: ‘I was so inspired 

by the way this artist 

(do Ho suh) represents 

home as empty rooms 

without people. I made 

four sculptures that depict 

miniature living spaces, 

and I also created “empty” 

rooms absent of people. In 

his installations everything 

is usually one colour – mine 

are all white. He inspired 

me to think about the 

meaning of home to me and 

implement personal content 

in my work.’

Figure 7.21: Here mila 

discusses the contextual 

in<uences of the artists 

she studied on her own 

sculptures of houses: ‘do 

Ho suh demonstrates the 

diversity of how people 

value home, in<uenced 

by his life in both us and 

Korea. In my sculptures 

I present my interiors as 

modern family homes 

in<uenced by my own 

cultural background.’
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Figure 7.22: 336 Rooms 

by student mila gajic’ 

(composite pencil drawing 

on 24 pieces of paper). mila 

explains: ‘For the drawing 

336 rooms I made 24 

drawings, using miniature 

within a large format to 

evoke strange feelings. [do 

suh] presents things from 

his own culture in Home 

within Home, in my work 

I present things from my 

home, things I‘d like to 

have and from my cultural 

background.’
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Figure 7.23: House 2 

(drawing on wooden 

boxes), by student mila 

gajic’. mila writes: ‘I was 

in<uenced by his [alberto 

giacometti’s] bronze 

sculptures and how he 

uses the =gure to question 

the concept of space. I 

asked myself, what is it 

that makes a space whole, 

complete, and is it really 

empty without people? He 

inspired me to use =gures 

in some of my project, to 

explore the concept of space 

with and without =gures.’

Mila writes about her desire for the viewer to explore their own 
concept of home and comfort:

Creating this project helped me to answer many questions  
I had about myself, regarding my ‘comfort zone’. Although  

I created spaces which I cannot use for living, it proved to me that 
imagination and art ful"ll powerful needs.

Sometimes our physical surroundings can be boring and mind can be 
the only ‘‘safe’’ place we can escape to. we can create our own world 

which is always there whether we are in our home town or  
far away.’

Even though my main question for viewers is about their perception 
of home and its value, I want people at some point to recognise 
themselves and ideally, I want them to create their own comfort 

zone which doesn’t have to be physical, to explore the untouchable. 
Through art, I learned that it’s good to have [our] own abstract world, 

but we should never completely move there.
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summary

In this chapter you have looked at the requirements of the CS component of the course 

and developed skills that will be useful when working on your own CS. You have 

applied di�erent strategies for comparing artworks, using formal analysis, considering 

cultural context, function and purpose, material and conceptual signi$cance, and made 

meaningful connections between artworks.

Now that you have completed this chapter you should be familiar with the requirements 

regarding citing sources and using subject-speci$c language.

You have seen some examples of how di�erent students have approached the task and 

how they make connections with their own artwork, and begun to consider your own 

developing artwork in a wider context.

Figure 7.24: exhibition overview, mila gajic’. mila decided to show her (mostly white) 

work against a black background to create contrast. she says that black and white 

allow- the viewer to superimpose their own meaning of home on the uncoloured 

sculptures of houses.
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Introduction

This chapter looks at the requirements of the process portfolio (PP), in which you 

document the development of your IB art practice throughout the course.

You will become familiar with the IB DP Visual Arts art-making forms table and the 

assessment requirements of the PP task. You will consider how to compile and present 

your portfolio, looking at ways of documenting work and assembling screens.

You will investigate the art-making process by looking at other artists’ methods and 

re'ecting on your own processes and development. The chapter includes examples that 

address the assessed criteria and activities to help you identify the most appropriate 

material from your own art-making processes and re'ections.

 LearnIng objeCTIves

 • Become familiar with the requirements of the PP.

 • Collect and present evidence of:

   •  your skills and knowledge with a range of techniques, materials and 
processes

   • your investigation into artists, artworks and ideas

   • how you make artistic decisions that re�ect your intentions

   • your own development, reviewing and re ning your work

 •  how you re�ect on the art-making process – your own and the 
processes of other artists.

8.1 What is the process portfolio?

The PP is one of the three assessed components of the IB DP Visual Arts course. It is a 

collection of evidence of your development as an artist, not the )nished work (that will 

go in your exhibition, as discussed in Chapter 9). For your PP you compile and collate 

carefully selected materials that document the development of your art-making practice 

and processes.

The PP shows your engagement with art-making practice, critical practice and 

conceptual practice. You complete it towards the end of the course, compiling and 

submitting it electronically.

How is the process portfolio assessed?
The PP is assessed according to a set of criteria that are addressed throughout this 

chapter. It is submitted for )nal assessment as a digital document and constitutes 40% of 
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The formal requirements of the process portfolio task
SL students: students submit 9–18 screens that give evidence of your experimentation, 

exploration, manipulation and re)nement of a variety of art-making activities. The 

submitted work should address at least two art-making forms, from separate columns of 

the art-making forms table.

HL students: 13–25 screens that give evidence of your experimentation, exploration, 

manipulation and re)nement of a variety of art-making activities. The submitted 

work should address at least three art-making forms, from at least two columns of the 

 art-making forms table (see below).

The assessment criteria for the process portfolio

A Skills, techniques and processes 12 marks

B Critical investigation 6 marks

C Communicating ideas and intentions 6 marks

D Reviewing, re'ning, and re(ecting 6 marks

E Presentation and subject speci'c language 4 marks

Figure 8.01: The process 

portfolio gives evidence of 

your thinking and making 

process. on this screen 

student sari Imai explores 

possible ideas for a large-

scale sculpture of her nose. 

on a previous screen she 

writes: ‘The nose interests 

me because of the way 

it sticks out (could place 

sculpture on wall) and has 

two nostrils, i.e. the shape 

interests me . . . ’

the )nal overall mark. (A detailed discussion of the assessment criteria with tables and 

descriptors can be found in Chapter 10.)
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The art-making forms table
In order to encourage ample experimentation with a range of techniques and media, 

there is a minimum requirement regarding art-making forms to be addressed in your PP 

(see previous section listing the formal requirements of the task). All of the art-making 

experiences that you engage in throughout the course are potential material for your PP.

The art-making forms table divides art-making forms into three main categories: 2D, 3D 

and lens-based, electronic and screen-based art forms. The art-making forms table shown 

here is not a de'nitive list but an open-ended and ongoing invitation to experiment widely. 

(Chapter 4 looks at di*erent art-making forms with a range of examples of student work.)

The art-making forms table

Two-dimensional 
forms

Three-dimensional  
forms

Lens-based, electronic and 
screen-based forms

• drawing

• painting

• printmaking

• graphics

• sculpture

• designed objects

• site speci�c/ephemeral

• textiles

• time-based and 
sequential art

• lens media

• Lens-less photography

• digital/screen based

In order to meet the art-making forms requirements an HL student who chooses (for example) 

to explore painting, printmaking and sculpture has already met the distribution requirements. 

An SL student who explores drawing and video has already met the requirements.

8.2 Documenting process

Art resides in the quality of doing; process is not magic. (Charles Eames)

Figure 8.02: In this process 

portfolio screen student 

Natasha Koh experiments 

with bleach and coffee in 

different concentrations 

and con%gurations, testing 

pigments and materials. 

The portfolio can include 

experiments that don’t 

necessarily lead to resolved 

artworks, but are part of 

your exploration. Natasha 

writes: ‘The structure of a 

coffee %lter is interesting 

because of the way it opens 

up, I want to explore how 

this aids in joining many 

of them together . . . and a 

coffee %lter implies some 

form of %ltration, the 

leaving behind of waste.’
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The PP places the emphasis on the processes of art-making, including the process of 

critical and conceptual thinking, rather than on the )nal result. Your resolved work, on 

the other hand, can become part of your )nal curated exhibition (discussed in Chapter 9).

As a student of art, it is crucial to experiment freely, try out new and unusual 

approaches, and to risk making things that aren’t necessarily nice or pretty. Learn from 

your mishaps: you might discover more exciting possibilities than you had previously 

imagined. Making art is a continuously changing and evolving process, so, with the 

emphasis on the journey of discovery rather than the destination, record what happens 

along the way.

recording the development of your work
Keep a record of the development of all your artwork, the changes, the failures, the 

whole messy process. The visual journal is a good place for making notes of your ideas 

and how they evolve but you should also get in the habit of photographing your work 

at di>erent stages of development. Taking pictures is still only one way of documenting 

process – you can use thumbnail sketches, screenshots, video stills, recordings, annotated 

drawings, anything that is part of your process.

Keep a process folder
Keep a loose folder, drawer or box for all your ‘process documentation’ – this will be 

valuable material when it comes time to assemble your PP presentation. You can also 

keep a digital )le with similar contents to draw upon when compiling your screens.

Figure 8.03: Grande dame artist Louise bourgeois has her process portfolio on the wall. For 

some artists a wall or a bulletin board works as a repository of ideas, notes, brainstorms, 

sketches, postcards: the creative process spread out like a giant mind-map.

aCTIvITy 8.1: 
CreaTe a mooD 
boarD

Dedicate a bulletin 
board, a wall, or a 
corner to your process 
notes, images and 
sources. Like police 
in a detective movie, 
spread your evidence 
out so you can see 
everything at once. If 
you can’t keep stuff 
up on the wall for 
any length of time, 
photograph the 
whole wall for your 
portfolio. Things you 
might put on your 
board include:

• postcards

• photos

• clippings from 
magazines and 
newspapers

• articles

• quotes

• sketches

• dreams

• brainstorms

• souvenirs.
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Activity 8.2: Design A screen showing the Development  
of A piece

Document the development of a process-oriented studio work. Take photos 
and record each step of the process over a period of time. Compose a portfolio 
screen from journal pages or sketches and text that demonstrate and explain 
the process from start to  nish. Include work-in-progress photos.

• What technique and medium have you chosen and why?

• What technical challenges did you face?

• How do your choices of materials and technique support your intentions?

figure 8.04: screen 5 of student Beverly chew’s process portfolio. Beverly shows us the 

making of a work in progress, documenting the various developmental stages with 

annotated sketches and photos in her visual journal. she explains the material and 

technical processes (including cutting open 15 pillows and stuf8ng and sewing four metres 

of knitted elastic fabric) and re;ects on how the work communicates her intentions 

(creating an experience of bodily intimacy for a participative audience).
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8.3 artists on process

For me, drawing is an inquiry, a way of )nding out – the )rst thing that I 

discover is that I do not know. (Bridget Riley)

Your PP is a documentation of both your making process and your thinking 

process. What triggers an idea for an artwork? How does an idea develop into 

artwork? What medium best suits your idea? What stages does the work go through 

before )nding its resolved form? Thinking is of course a part of this process, but 

thinking in art happens mainly through the vehicle of the medium and the physical 

process of making.

It is very helpful to observe how other artists develop ideas through material (making) 

and conceptual (thinking) processes. Of course you should look at the work of 

contemporary artists, but don’t be afraid to learn from the past. Look at the ‘Old 

Masters’: there is much to be gained from them in both knowledge and technique. 

Whenever possible go see actual artwork yourself, in museums and galleries, in studios, 

not just on the internet. The physical presence of a work tells us much more about 

process than a photograph of it.

aCTIvITy 8.3: DesIgn a porTFoLIo sCreen THaT InvesTIgaTes 
your InFLuenCes

Choose an artist whose work has directly inspired you. Design a screen for 
your process portfolio that shows clear connections between their work and 
your own practice. Consider any formal, stylistic in(uences and material and 
conceptual in(uences.

• Demonstrate, using visual examples, how the artists’ way of working has 
in(uenced your handling of techniques and materials.

• Discuss the in�uence of the artists’ ideas and subject matter on your own 
thinking process.

• Discuss the way in which your work differs from this artist.

• Make sure you reference all images and sources.

Developing ideas
Edward Hopper is famous for his intimate, realistic scenes of everyday life in America in 

the )rst half of the 20th century: sunlit buildings, empty streets, cafes, gas stations, people 

alone or together in rooms, everything rigorously structured and illuminated with strong 

directional light and rich, dark colours. He painted the inner life of the human being 

through quiet, atmospheric depictions of outer life. Hopper’s moody, set-like paintings 

have inspired many )lmmakers, musicians and animations.
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Activity 8.4: visuAl AnAlysis of A pAinting

This activity uses the same approach to analysis as you do in your CS (discussed 
in Chapter 7) but is also relevant to criterion B, critical investigation, in the PP.

Analyse Room in New York or another painting by Edward Hopper. Include an 
annotated image (photo or drawing) in your journal.

• formal elements: Describe the use of line, form, space, composition and 
colour in this painting.

• cultural context: Where and when was it made? Find out the background 
around this artwork: cultural, social, political, historical, personal.

• interpretation: Include discussion of subject, meaning, mood and the 
artist’s intention.

figure 8.05: Edward Hopper, 

Room in New York, 1932 (oil 

on canvas). Here Hopper 

gives us insight into how 

his ideas were formed and 

developed, recounting how 

an idea for this painting 

arose from his experience 

of his surroundings: ‘the 

idea had been in my mind a 

long time before i painted 

it. it was suggested by 

glimpses of lighted interiors 

seen as i walked along city 

streets at night, probably 

near the district where i 

live (Washington square) 

although it’s no particular 

street or house, but is 

really a synthesis of many 

impressions.’ (from: Edward 

Hopper by gail levin)

contemporary practices
There are many diverse approaches to artistic process these days, often referred to as 

‘practice’. Developing an awareness of other artists’ working methods will help you 

to re�ect on your own way of working. Some artists are more studio-based, whereas 

others have a practice that extends well beyond the studio walls, or that may have social, 

community or environmental aspects.
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Australian artist Fiona Hall has a wide-ranging and diverse artistic practice: she 

transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary, using everyday materials like money, 

recycled cans and bottles, and household products. From these banal materials she crafts 

wondrous objects that explore the complex and fraught relationship between humans 

and nature.

Her creative process involves many stages of thinking and making:

• researching a topic of particular signi�cance

• collecting materials

• imagining, designing

• making and re�ning

• creating further meaning through methods of presentation and display.

Figure 8.06: Fiona Hall, 

Tender, 2003 (us dollars, 

wire, vitrines). Fiona Hall’s 

collection of delicate birds’ 

nests in all shapes and 

sizes are constructed from 

?nely shredded american 

dollar bills. The title of the 

work refers to ‘this note 

is legal tender’ which is 

the of?cial stamp on each 

banknote, linking money 

and capitalism to the 

undermining of the earth’s 

fragile ecosystems.

aCTIvITy 8.5: envIronmenTaL response

Identify a key issue in the relationship between humans and the natural world, 
something that you think needs attention in our world today.

• Research this topic and collect information from a range of sources.

• Collect found or recycled materials that are relevant to the issue.

• Experiment with making something both playful and serious.

• Document the whole process for your PP.
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Shifting disciplines
Many contemporary artists are working across a range of media, shifting between or 

combining )ne art, traditional craft and new media technology, creating hybrid works 

that defy categorisation.

aCTIvITy 8.6: observIng an arTIsT’s proCess

When visiting an exhibition, observe the work closely and answer the 
following questions in your journal. This information, with images, can be 
used to compose a PP screen.

• What materials are used?

• What techniques are used?

• What is the scale of the work?

• Was this work made in the studio?

• Is the work part of a series?

• Do you think the work took a long time to make?

• Did it involve collaboration with others?

Hybrid: A hybrid artwork 
is made up of elements 
from different origins, 
crossing boundaries 
between art and science, 
art and social research 
and so on.

Figure 8.07: mat Collishaw, still from Retrospectre, 2010 (mixed-medium video installation, 

?ve-minute loop), bFI. mat Collishaw’s assemblage Retrospectre offers contemporary 

visual content in an old-fashioned framework. The structure consists of a collection of 

antique frames, windows, doors and part of an altarpiece, ?tted with mirrored glass. 

mysterious, beautiful and sometimes brutal video imagery are projected from behind onto 

the mirrors for a ghostly effect.
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Contemporary yba artist Mat Collishaw uses a range of media and processes, including 

sculpture, video, photography and new technology. He explores society’s darker side, 

from ‘death row’ to child prostitution. The imagery he constructs from these horri)c 

and morbid subjects is opulent, romantic and seductive, causing us to re'ect on how we 

respond to visual material, regardless of content.

I’ll take lots of pictures of the kind of things that I’m interested in and print 

them all out, and then put them up here; and then the project kind of slowly 

starts taking some kind of form, and then I’ll start making something and 

printing the pictures out and putting them up here too so I can re'ect on them.

A lot of the work I’m taking is from nature. Even if I’m working on things on 

computer programmes, which is a lot, generally it all comes back to actually 

studying nature. So I’ll have things like this little bat here, which got quite a 

freakish look to it. Again, I might be taking something like the translucency of 

the wing, or the way that the feathers actually meet the wing there.

These are all bits of junk – old cameras and just funny little optical toys. I get 

bored very easily, so I like to be shifting disciplines, and often I have, like, two, 

three or four di>erent things going on at the same time. So I’ve been making 

a 3D picture while making some wax models, while I’m doing some painting, 

and making a )lm – something that you see in one process, you might be able 

to use in a di>erent one. I don’t particularly just want to get locked into one 

way of making things. I )nd it too dull. (Mat Collishaw.)

yba: The Young 
British Artists were a 
group of art students 
who graduated from 
Goldsmiths, University 
of London in the late 
1980s, and became 
in(uential in shaping an 
entrepreneurial approach 
to art marketing and 
branding in the 1990s. 
(Notorious YBAs include 
Damien Hirst, whose 
work showed dead 
animals preserved in 
formaldehyde, and Tracey 
Emin, who presented her 
own unmade bed in an 
artwork.)

aCTIvITy 8.7: ouTsIDe THe ComForT zone

Take an idea you have previously explored and revisit it using a different 
medium or by radically changing the scale.

• Work bigger than you normally would (or much smaller).

• Use a combination of techniques and media that you have never tried.

• Make something unlike what you usually make.

ToK and art: The process 
versus the product

• When looking at art 
do you need to see the 
hand of the creator?

• Do you admire 
artworks for how 
they’re made or the 
'nal result?

• Does knowing about 
how an artwork was 
made change the way 
you think about it?
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8.4 Compiling your process portfolio

The portfolio is submitted as a digital document (PDF – portable digital )le) and 

assessed on screen. You can create your presentation using the digital platform of your 

choice and convert it to a PDF.  Your presentation should have a balance of visual and 

written content, but there is no speci)ed word count, just a required number of screens 

per level (see table in 8.1).

selecting material
Pages from your visual arts journal can be selected, edited and included in your PP 

as well as pages from other sketchbooks and notebooks, loose drawings, folios, media 

experiments, documentation of development of work, digital images, screen shots, 

contact sheets, video and moving image stills, and images of unresolved and resolved 

work that are not included in the )nal exhibition.

Tip: You might want to 
scan your journal pages 
and work on your PP 
development throughout 
the course, not just 
towards the end.

Some pages may be 
complete as they are 
and ready to use as a 
PP screen (as in Beverly 
Chew’s work shown in 
Figure 8.04). With others, 
you may prefer to select 
and edit parts of several 
journal pages, adding 
text on screen.

Figure 8.08: student enrico giori’s work table. enrico is in the process of assembling 

a process portfolio screen. on the table we can see enrico’s visual journal and other 

drawings and images that he is using to compile his digital presentation.
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Composing screens
You may lay out your ‘screens’ on a large paper, like a collage, then scan, or you may 

prefer to compose directly on screen, or use a combination of both approaches.

Any combination of scanned journal pages or partial pages, photos, images, digital 

drawings, text, handwritten and or typed is acceptable.

I think the process portfolio is really exciting for showcasing how a variety of 

materials/ideas are explored. I see it like a type of digital collage allowing students 

to use multiple types of )les to show evidence of their studio process. I think it is 

quite natural for students to design these screens. (IB DP Visual Arts teacher)

Figure 8.09: process portfolio screen by student enrico giori. enrico composed this screen 

as a digital collage from different visual journal pages and added text boxes to clarify his 

intentions. one of the advantages of composing this way is that you can manipulate the scale 

of individual drawings, adjusting images to ?t the screen and the overall graphic layout.

Tip: A landscape 
(horizontal) format will 
maximise on screen 
viewing.
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A clearly written, legible, uncluttered presentation makes it easier for the reader to 

understand your process. You can help them further by adding subheadings or subtitles 

that act as signposts (e.g. ‘Initial ideas’, ‘Experimenting with printmaking techniques’, 

‘Re'ecting and re)ning’).

aCTIvITy 8.8: DIgITaL CoLLage sCreen

Design a PP screen by cutting and pasting isolated images from journal pages 
and other sources.

• Aim for a coherent and visually engaging design.

• Strike a balance between visual and written content.

• Use good-quality images and cite your sources.

• Explain your ideas with clearly legible text.

Figure 8.10: student natasha Koh, whose process portfolio screen in shown in Figure 8.2, 

continues her experiments with pigments and materials, taking the work to another 

developmental stage: stringing multiple coffee ?lters together to create three-dimensional 

forms. she is using subheadings to ‘signpost’ the content on this screen, such as ‘exploring 

the idea in forms’, ‘Further development’ and ‘outcome of above exploration’, helping the 

reader to understand the stages of her process.

Tip: Using subheadings 
that indicate what 
speci'c criteria (e.g. 
‘Critical investigation’) 
you are addressing on 
each screen will help the 
examiner to see how you 
meet the criteria.
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Figure 8.11: Process portfolio screen by student Alexandra Bourget experimenting with 

‘glitch art’, multiplying and mirroring images captured from poor-quality or slow-streaming 

internet videos (the point being not the image but the pattern created). Alexandra writes: 

‘I tried making my own glitches, but the essence of what a glitch is – unpredictable, 

unique, and irreproducible – was lost.’

   CAse study: VAlentIne emens

What should you include in your PP as evidence of your art-making 
practice and development? We will consider each of the �ve 
assessment criteria (discussed in section 8.1) and look at screens from 
one student’s PP to see how these might manifest in practice.

HL student Valentine Emens’s work in the PP is in three different 
art-making forms: painting, sculpture and photography. The screens 
shown here are extracted from her PP, which comprised 25 screens.
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Figure 8.12: process portfolio screen by student valentine emens. This screen shows 

valentine’s process of building a clay monolith. she is exploring ceramic sculpture, a 

3D art-making form. The photos show her experiments with textures and surfaces, 

mixing organic and geometric shapes and trying out different tools and techniques.

guIDIng quesTIons

• What techniques and materials are you experimenting with?

• Are your choices of media well suited to your ideas and intentions?

a: skills, techniques and processes

In the PP you will give evidence of your experimentation with a range 
of art-making skills using different techniques, media and processes. 
You will show how the materials and media that you chose to work 
with are appropriate to your artistic intentions.
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Figure 8.13: process portfolio screen by student valentine emens. In this screen 

valentine investigates the marble sculptures of gian Lorenzo bernini and raffaelle 

monti, observing how these sculptors use facial expressions and movement to 

convey emotion, and considering how this could impact on the development of her 

own portraiture.

portraiture: The art of 
making a portrait or 
artistic representation of 
a person.

guIDIng quesTIons

• What artists and artworks have contributed to your development?

• How have your investigations in�uenced and directed your artwork?

b: Critical investigation

In the PP you will give evidence of your critical investigation of artists, 
artworks, art forms and genres. Through your written and visual 
investigations, you will make connections and observations about 
how the artworks, artists and art forms impact your own developing 
art practice.
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Figure 8.14: process portfolio screen by student valentine emens. In this screen 

valentine builds upon her initial photo shoot ideas and focuses on creating effects 

with projections, ?lters and fabric. she describes how she made decisions about 

colours, saturation and textures to achieve the desired results.

guIDIng quesTIons

• Can you articulate how your ideas are formed and developed?

• Can you show how your artistic choices and decisions support your 
intentions (ideas, goals, visions)?

C: Communicating ideas and intentions

In the PP you will communicate your intentions for your work and 
show how your ideas were formed and developed, how you assimilate 
skills, choosing and using media and building upon initial ideas. These 
ideas and intentions can both be communicated visually by example 
and supported in writing.
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Figure 8.15: process 

portfolio screen by student 

valentine emens. In this 

screen valentine reJects on 

the challenges of making 

her ?rst acrylic painting, the 

dif?culties of the medium 

and how she progressed in 

her skills and handling of 

the technique.

aCTIvITy 8.9: seLF-reFLeCTIon on a resoLveD pIeCe

This activity refers to one of your resolved artworks for the exhibition, 
but don’t include the 3nished piece in your PP if it is in the exhibition, just 
the process and the re(ection.

• How did your original concept evolve?

• What did you discover during the process of making it?

• What did you decide to change along the way?

• What do you feel is successful about the piece?

resoLveD WorK

Although the resolved artworks presented in your exhibition 
component (discussed in Chapter 9) should not be included in your PP, 
the process leading up to the work may be included. Any work you do 
not select for your exhibition may be included in your PP.

guIDIng quesTIons

Re�ecting on your art-making throughout the course:

• What do you think was really successful?

• What has been challenging or dif3cult?

• What have you changed as a result?

• What have you learned?

D: reviewing, re?ning and reJecting

In the PP you will provide evidence of your ability to review and re'ne 
your ideas, and re(ect on your skills, techniques and processes, as well as 
on your own development on the whole as an artist.
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Figure 8.16: process portfolio screen by student valentine emens. In this screen 

valentine is looking at the use of light sources in photography and how she can 

apply this to her own work. valentine uses subject speci?c language appropriately, 

discussing light, tone and chiaroscuro with understanding of their meaning. she uses 

a combination of handwriting and typed text, which are clearly legible, and her page 

layout is well designed and visually engaging.

Chiaroscuro: From the 
Italian words for ‘light’ 
and ‘dark’, this term 
is used to describe the 
variations in light and 
shade on an artwork.

guIDIng quesTIons

• Is your writing clear and easy to read?

• Is your layout visually engaging?

• Have you cited your sources for all images and references?

e: presentation and subject-speci?c language

In the PP you will present information clearly and coherently with a 
visually engaging layout and design. Written content should be easily 
legible, subject- speci3c art language used appropriately throughout 
and all your sources and images clearly cited.
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Citing sources

The IB policy on academic honesty requires that all images be 
appropriately referenced to show recognition of the intellectual 
property of others (Chapter 7 gives more speci'c guidelines on 
referencing). You should also identify images of your own work as 
such (‘Label: my work’). When another person’s ideas have particularly 
in(uenced your thinking but you have not included a direct citation 
you should include the source as a bibliography reference within your 
submitted screens.

All images used in the PP should be acknowledged, using your school’s 
preferred referencing style. If in doubt, a good rule of thumb is to label 
each image with the following information:

• artist

• title

• date

• medium and size

• source (museum collection, website, etc.)

summary

In this chapter you have seen what constitutes a PP and what is required of you. You 

have looked at examples of student work and at what kind of content is needed to meet 

the assessment criteria. You have considered some di>erent ways in which the PP can be 

assembled and presented.

You have investigated other artists’ working methods and looked at ways of documenting 

your own art-making processes, and engaged in activities to help you design a 

presentation that appropriately documents and re'ects these processes and encounters.
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Introduction

This chapter looks at the requirements of the third assessed component of the course, 

the exhibition, which constitutes 40% of your �nal grade. Towards the end of your �nal 

year of IB DP Visual Arts you will present a selection of your best work in the form of a 

curated �nal show, and justify and articulate your intentions in a written rationale.

Your exhibition is an opportunity to show your artwork to the community in 

an interesting and engaging way. This chapter guides you through the process of 

presenting your artwork, with tips on how to successfully set up your exhibition and 

prepare for assessment. You will explore how to select and present your work for 

the show, how to compose exhibition texts for each piece, and how to write your 

curatorial rationale.

 LearnIng objeCTIves

 • Become familiar with the requirements of the exhibition.

 • Select and present your work successfully.

 • Formulate and articulate personal intentions for your art work.

 • Create a coherent and considered exhibition.

 • Evaluate how your work communicates to the viewer (HL).

9.1 selecting a body of work

In your PP you demonstrated your creative process and breadth of investigation. In your 

exhibition you show a set of rigorously selected artworks that clearly communicate your 

artistic intentions. This doesn’t mean that the all the works need to address the same 

subject or theme. You can present a body of work that is related through exploration 

of visual qualities or through exploration of ideas and concepts. (Chapter 5 looks at 

building continuity and developing a body of work.)

Select works that show:

• coherent relationships among the works

• technical skill and appropriate use of materials, techniques, processes

• well-resolved work in line with stated intentions in rationale

• consideration for the overall experience of the viewer.

body of work: A 
collection of coherent, 
uni�ed and related 
artworks.

Tip: Look for connections 
between your pieces: 
remember that your 
exhibition should be a 
coherent collection of 
work. Don’t worry if you 
have pieces that don’t 
‘�t’ in your exhibition; 
they can still be included 
in your PP.
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aCTIvITy 9.1: Pre-exhIbITIon grouP CrITIque

This activity helps you to prepare for your exhibition and uses the in-class 
critique as an aid to �ne-tuning your selection. Try to schedule this critique 
well in advance of setting up your show.

• Select the works that you want to display in your exhibition and set up an 
informal display, or project images of the artworks.

• Explain to your peers what you are trying to communicate through 
your works.

• Ask your fellow students to tell you which pieces work well together and 
which ones don’t �t.

• Record the critique in your journal.

how is my exhibition assessed?
Your exhibition is internally assessed and externally moderated. The assessed criteria are 

referred to throughout this chapter and you will �nd detailed descriptors and tables in 

Chapter 10. There are certain formal requirements of the exhibition task, including a 

written curatorial rationale and a de�ned number of artworks per level.

Your curatorial decisions, how you made choices about selecting and presenting your 

work and why, are explained in your written curatorial rationale and your intentions for 

each piece are described in a brief exhibition text.

Figure 9.01: exhibition by 

sL student Pauline Peters. 

all of Pauline’s work is 

related to questions of 

ethics, injustice and the 

suppression of women in 

certain geographical areas 

of the world. she created 

clothing from different 

materials that re8ect the 

content of her work, using 

tissue paper, stones, maps 

and fabrics. her exhibition 

is coherent and considered, 

with clear connections 

between the pieces that she 

has selected.

Coherent and connected: 
Coherence and 
connection refer to 
a sense of continuity 
and connection among 
the works. The pieces 
demonstrate clear 
connections and work 
well together to create a 
uni�ed body of work.

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



The exhibition

206 

9
The formal requirements of the exhibition task
• SL students: 4–7 artworks

• HL students: 8–11 artworks

• exhibition texts for each piece

• two exhibition overview photos (mandatory)

• additional supporting photos (optional)

• a written curatorial rationale.

The assessment objectives for the exhibition
A: Coherent body of works

The work forms a coherent collection of works which ful�l stated artistic intentions and 

communicate clear thematic or stylistic relationships across individual pieces.

B: Technical competence

The work demonstrates an e1ective application and manipulation of media, materials 

and formal qualities.

C: Conceptual qualities

The work demonstrates how the imagery, signs and symbols have been successfully 

resolved to realise the function, meaning and purpose of the art works, as appropriate to 

stated intentions.

D: Curatorial practice

The curatorial rationale justi�es the selection, arrangement and exhibition of a group of 

artworks within a designated space, as appropriate to stated intentions.

(HL) It also demonstrates a re"ection on how the exhibition conveys an 

understanding of the relationship between the artworks and the viewer.

Although you will prioritise a coherent body of work (artworks with a relationship), 

you also want to show your strongest work, the pieces that show your most skilful 

manipulation of techniques and processes.

These questions can help you to make a well-rounded selection:

Tip: Remember quality 
over quantity. Look at the 
maximum and minimum 
number of pieces you 
need in the exhibition. 
Don’t feel that you have 
to meet the maximum 
number; you don’t get 
any extra marks for this.

guIdIng quesTIons

• Which artworks show my amazing technical skills?

• Which media am I best at using?

• Which artworks are less technically skilful?

• Which artworks are unrelated or ‘off topic’?

• Which artworks do I really like but can’t justify in my coherent body 
of works?
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Figure 9.02 student Pauline 

Peters chose to hang 

these pieces together in 

her exhibition (shown in 

Figure 9.01). The individual 

artworks are clearly 

related in form and process 

(sewing, paper, fabric) and 

are linked conceptually as 

well (exploring vulnerability 

and social injustice).

aCTIvITy 9.2: grade anoTher arTIsT’s show

Visit a gallery with a solo show and assess the artist’s work against the 
exhibition assessment criteria. In your visual journal, write a written justi)cation 
for the marks you gave and add photos or sketches to support your assessment. 
Then discuss with your peers what marks you gave this artist and why.

A Coherent body of work 9 marks

B Technical competence 9 marks

C Conceptual qualities 9 marks

D Curatorial practice 3 marks

When I make a show it’s like when you arrive at home and you open your 

fridge at night and there’s two potatoes and one sausage and two eggs, and with 

all that you make something to eat. I try to make something (art) with what is 

in my ‘fridge’. (Christian Boltanski)

Tip: don’t forget!

 You can present your 
work for the exhibition 
in any medium, or even 
just one medium, as long 
as you have met the 
requirements for the PP 
of working in a range of 
art-making forms (see 
Chapter 8).
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9.2 Communicating your intentions: 
exhibition texts and curatorial rationale

Your artwork for the exhibition is accompanied by written exhibition texts and a 

curatorial rationale. These written texts form the evidence of your stated artistic intentions, 

which are considered by the moderator when viewing and marking your work.

When you talk about your intentions for an artwork, you don’t necessarily need to 

provide an emotional or symbolic reasoning for each piece. Your intentions might be 

communicating abstract, visual or sensory qualities, or making subtle references to other 

topics or artists. In other words, your work doesn’t have to have to shout out ‘I have a 

message!’ You can inform your audience as to your intentions but allow the viewer to 

form their own response.

Figure 9.03: Selling Out by student Kamila salikhbaeva (photograph, 200 × 100 cm). In her 

accompanying exhibition text, Kamila clariDes her intentions when making this piece: ‘The 

background is a photograph of a wall which was taken by me on the streets of Tashkent. 

I decided to print it out as a banner to create an imitation of a wall with ads, which are 

common in uzbekistan. Then I added my own ads that say things like “Trading fortune 

for dignity. goods cannot be returned” and “we offer Freedom!” which communicate the 

idea of “selling out” – of emotions, feelings and human qualities. The ads that I made were 

based on the seven deadly sins described in the bible, and on life in uzbekistan.’

exhibition texts
For each piece you include in your exhibition you must write a brief exhibition text 

that states the title, medium, size and a brief explanation of your intentions. This is 

intended to help the moderator, much like a wall text or a caption at a museum explains 

the context of the artwork to the viewer. This can be a short paragraph or a few lines, a 

maximum of 500 characters. Examples are shown in Figures 9.04 and 9.05.
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Figure 9.04: Exquisite Trees by heather Mcreynolds.

Exhibition text:

Title: Exquisite Trees (series)

Medium: Sourced photo collage mounted on foam board pieces.

Size: Variable; each piece is approx. 8 × 8 cm.

Intention: A collage made up of movable pieces that can be reassembled to create 

di1erent combinations. The title, Exquisite Trees, refers to the Surrealist game of ‘exquisite 

corpses’, drawings of bodies made up of unmatched parts, often made by many hands. 

This piece plays with similar notions of disparity, whimsy, and creating new meaning 

from juxtaposition. (490 characters)

Tip: If you are including 
found or purchased 
objects, be sure to state 
this under ‘Medium’ in 
your exhibition text.

Tip: When submitting a 
series or collective piece, 
state this in the exhibition 
text: Title (series).

ISBN 978-1-107-57706-0  

Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party.

© McReynolds 2017 Cambridge University Press



The exhibition

210 

9

Exhibition text:

Title: The Last Supper (December 2015)

Medium: Short �lm, black and white, sound (2:21)

Intention: This short �lm portrays the revenge of a homemaker on her husband. The �lm 

draws upon stylistic aspects of Rosler’s 1975 Semiotics of the Kitchen and Lady GaGa’s music 

video Telephone. The presence of the husband is only suggested, and the woman is stripped 

of all that makes her unique. The sound is from 1950s public domain movie D.O.A. and a 

personal re-adaptation of 1953 instructional 3lm Marriage is a Partnership. (488 characters)

Figure 9.05: Film still 

from The Last Supper, 

exhibition piece by student 

enrico giori.

aCTIvITy 9.3: readIng gaLLery TexTs

When visiting contemporary exhibitions especially, notice how information 
about the work provided in the exhibition wall texts, or other written material 
such as press releases, exhibition catalogues or brochures, in;uence your 
experience of the art.

• Do you respond to the work visually )rst, then read the texts?

• How do the texts contribute to your understanding of the work?

• Do you enjoy it more (or less) when equipped with knowledge?

Tip: Where relevant, the 
exhibition text should 
contain reference to any 
artists or other sources 
that have in;uenced 
your artwork.

Tip: Although audio 
components will not 
be assessed, if you use 
sound or music in your 
work make sure you cite 
your sources or indicate 
that you have created 
it yourself.

Tip: Where you 
are deliberately 
appropriating another 
artist’s work as a valid 
part of your art-making 
intentions, acknowledge 
the source of the original 
image in your exhibition 
text as well.

The curatorial rationale
The curatorial rationale is a written statement that explains and supports your exhibition. 

Writing the rationale is part of the process of self-re5ection and of understanding the 

relationship between the artist and the viewer when showing your work. (You can read 

an extract from a student’s curatorial rationale in Chapter 5, and another in the case 

study at the end of this chapter.)
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Curatorial rationale: SL and HL requirements
SL students: 400 words max

The curatorial rationale fully justi�es the selection of the exhibited works, which are 

presented and arranged clearly, as appropriate to the student’s stated intentions in the 

space made available to the student.

HL students: 700 words max

The curatorial rationale concisely justi�es the selection of the exhibited works, which 

are presented and arranged clearly, as appropriate to the student’s stated intentions. The 

student provides an appropriate and clearly justi3ed re5ection on how they attempted 

to establish a relationship between the artworks and the viewer within the space 

made available to the student.

More details about these criteria can be found in Chapter 10.

Key objectives for your curatorial rationale
• Explain your choices of artworks and the connections among them.

• Describe the context in which the work was made and the challenges or discoveries 

you encountered along the way.

• Re5ect on how you found solutions to issues in the selection, arrangement and 

presentation of the works in order to connect the work with the viewer.

• HL students: in addition, re5ect on the relationship with the viewer and how 

meaning is communicated through presentation.

Figure 9.06: Thinking 

outside the walls . . . This 

series of photographs of 

eyes by argentinian artist 

Laura vinas is displayed 

hanging between trees. 

she wanted the viewer 

to walk among the eyes 

and feel ‘looked at’. her 

desire for the audience to 

have a speciDc experience 

of the work was a 

determining factor in her 

presentation. The eyes are 

those of her fellow artists at 

I-Park Foundation.
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In addition to the above, HL students should also address:

• How does the way the work is displayed, hung or otherwise presented support the 

relationship between the works?

• What strategies did you use to create a relationship between the artworks and the 

viewer?

• How do the arrangement and presentation of artworks contribute to the audience’s 

ability to interpret and understand your intentions?

• How would you like your work to be received/perceived by the viewer?

• Do you have an overall vision for presenting this body of work?

Writing your curatorial rationale
Be clear and direct in your language: don’t try to appear clever or dress it up with 

superlatives and grand claims. Accuracy and honesty will make a much better impression! 

Describe what you see, refer to physical and material qualities of the work as well as 

conceptual. Stick to the subject and try not to digress into wider philosophical concepts 

unless they are clearly relevant to your work.

Although there is not a prescribed format for writing the curatorial rationale, it can be 

helpful to refer to some guiding questions.

Tip: Check for grammar 
and spelling mistakes.

aCTIvITy 9.4: CuraTorIaL wrITIng exerCIse

You may want to use the sentences below as a starting point for writing your 
curatorial rationale. Complete them and add more of your own.

In my art-making I am investigating . . .

These concepts are linked through . . .

. . . experiences have contributed to this

I have used . . . materials and . . . techniques because they . . .

My work references the work of . . . in that . . .

I have also been inspired by . . .

I have selected . . . in order to convey . . .

guIdIng quesTIons

These questions are speci�cally aimed at addressing the assessed criteria.

• What are the concepts, issues or ideas you have explored here and how are 
they linked in your work? What experiences have contributed to the making 
of this work?

• What materials and techniques have you used and why did you choose 
them? Do the materials have an impact on the meaning of the work?

• How do you explain your selection and the arrangement of the works 
within the space that you have available?

• How does the way you have exhibited your work contribute to the 
meanings you are trying to communicate to an audience?
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The pieces are related through . . .

I have presented this work . . . with the use of (lighting, display, space) . . .  
in order to communicate . . .

I have placed this piece . . . to communicate . . . to the audience.

This arrangement contributes to the viewers understanding of the work by . . .

I would like my work to be perceived as . . .

Titling artworks
What’s in a name? There are as many approaches to titling works of art as there are artists. 

Giving a title is an opportunity to communicate something else about the work. A title does 

not need to describe what the viewer is seeing or disclose the hidden meaning of the work – 

less can also be more. Titling your work can be fun, but if you �nd yourself searching too 

hard, your title can just be a number, as in Drawing #13 or, as a last resort, Untitled.

sTudenT exaMPLe: vaLenTIne eMens

Figure 9.07: Porcelain sculpture by valentine 

emens. valentine (whose PP you have seen in 

Chapter 8) debated whether to call this piece 

Growth or simply Raphael. she has a good reason 

for either title, as her exhibition text explains:

‘The face sculpted is my 13-year-old brother, 

raphael. I had never previously attempted 

to sculpt something detailed, and wanted to 

sculpt a face. I was inspired by greek busts 

as well as the work of gian Lorenzo bernini. 

Considering raphael’s age, he is leaving 

boyhood and entering maturity, a phase 

of much change and emotion. I attempted 

to convey this feeling through his blank 

expression, as well as use of a rough texture 

surrounding the face: representing the act of 

breaking away from the past.’

sPoTLIghT on sTudenT: vaLenTIne eMens

nationality: French and British
born: Orléans, France

Main artistic interests:
• the relationship between lighting and mood/atmosphere 
• the human face and form
• use of certain media to convey global issues.

In8uential artists:
• Lucian Freud
• Frida Kahlo 
• John William Waterhouse
• Claude Monet.
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aCTIvITy 9.5: braInsTorMIng TITLes

Chose an artwork you would like to put in your show and make up �ve 
different titles that:

• describe what you see

• describe what you can’t see

• use an associated word or feeling

• express one thing you would like the viewer to know

• incorporate a random phrase you have heard or read.

Ask your classmates to rate them in order of preference and explain why. 
Choose your title.

ToK and art: Ideas, images and ownership

Figure 9.08: In 1953 robert rauschenberg took a drawing by the already famous willem de 

Kooning, and, with the artist’s consent, he carefully erased it and gave it a title: erased de 

Kooning drawing. This wasn’t vandalism, he said, but poetry.

• If Rauschenberg erased his own drawing would it have the same effect?
• Is what is not there more important than what is there?
• How important is the title in this case?
• What is the viewer’s role when looking at this?
• Does not knowing what the drawing looked like make us want to see 

it more?
• Does our imagining make us an active participant in the artwork?
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9.3 Curating your exhibition

The way you show your work contributes to communicating meaning. The decisions 

you make about presentation contribute to the audience’s ability to interpret and 

understand your intentions. You can even guide the viewers’ experience of your work 

by how you display it. (Chapter 6 looks at di1erent methods of display, the role of the 

audience, and at how presentation of work impacts meaning.)

Some questions to consider when planning your show:

• Do the works you have selected have a clear relationship between them?

• Have you chosen materials and techniques that are suitable to your ideas and to what 

you wish to communicate?

• Do the works selected correspond to what you have said in your written 

curatorial rationale?

• Have you considered the exhibition and display in terms of how the viewer might 

experience it?

• Have you given attention to the presentation, the placement and progression of 

the work?

setting up your show
You are your own curator, responsible not only for the selection of your best work to 

be exhibited but also for choosing how to present and display it. Curating a show can 

be very rewarding. Careful planning and attention to detail will help you to create a 

successful exhibit and to have an enjoyable, stress-free experience.

Figure 9.09: students should 

consider different solutions 

to displaying work within a 

given space, looking for the 

way most appropriate to 

the materials and meaning 

of the work itself. shown 

here: embossed prints 

‘hanging out to dry’ at La 

vigna art studios, Pisa.
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Using the space
Not everyone is fortunate enough to have an empty white cube as an exhibition space, 

especially in schools where space is at a premium. You might have a part of a wall, a 

corner of a room, a hallway. You will need to work creatively with what you’ve got.

• Can you use outdoor space too?

• Is working directly on the wall an option?

• What is the best use of the space available?

If you lay all your work out on the 5oor in the space you are using for the show you 

can play with sequencing, trying out di>erent solutions until you are satis3ed. How you 

arrange the work and what pieces you place next to each other makes a di1erence in 

how the work is perceived, as meaning can be constructed through relationship. Make 

sure you discuss your reasoning for this in your curatorial rationale!

• How will you sequence the work? By chronology, colour, size, content?

• How does the placement of the work a>ect its interpretation?

white cube: A bare, 
unadorned space 
that is popular for 
contemporary art venues. 
The idea is that without 
distractions the artwork 
can command the full 
attention of the viewer.

Figure 9.10: visual journal pages by student heewon yun. she looks at four possible 

exhibition spaces within her school, pasting images of her studio work on photos of the 

spaces, and lists the pros and cons of each space.
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Lighting and display
Lighting in5uences the viewers’ experience of the work. Most of the time special 

lighting is not necessary but in certain instances you might want a speci�c lighting, such 

as a darkened space or a spotlight.

viewer experience

Good art should elicit a response of ‘Huh? Wow!’ as opposed to ‘Wow! Huh?’  

(Edward Ruscha)

HL students have the additional challenge of considering the viewers’ experience of 

their show. This means having a sense of how the work will be perceived, and how your 

presentation contributes to this response.

guIdIng quesTIons

• Is there any interactive work that requires viewer participation?

• How do your chosen methods of display, lighting, sequencing, help the 
work to be seen how you want it to be seen?

You are both the artist creating the work and the curator creating the show.

aCTIvITy 9.6: desIgn your exhIbITIon LayouT

In your visual journal, draw your exhibition space or imagined exhibition space 
from above, working out where each artwork would go.

• Draw a 7oor plan of the space you have available.

• Try out different placements of artworks, keeping them true to scale.

• Pay careful attention to size and placement of each piece and how they 
work together.

Tip: Most 2D work does 
not need a frame, unless 
the frame is part of 
the exhibition concept. 
In fact, framing often 
places the work �rmly 
in a conventional, old-
fashioned context; 
the work does not 
photograph well either, 
due to glare on glass.

Tip: Avoid using 
super;uous decorations 
and embellishments; 
you don’t need to strew 
the ;oor with ;owers 
unless this is part of your 
installation concept, in 
which case you will be 
able to articulate why in 
your curatorial rationale. 
Everything displayed in 
your exhibition should 
have a clear purpose for 
being there.

Figure 9.11: The Ib art 

exhibition is a memorable 

event in any school 

community. although you 

are curating your own 

individual show within 

a larger group show, 

how your work is shown 

together in the space will 

create the experience for 

the visitors.
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9.4 documenting your exhibition

Your exhibition is internally assessed by your teacher but you will still need to submit 

documentation of your work, accompanying texts and curatorial rationale for moderation 

purposes. (More about the exhibition submission can be found in Chapter 10.)

The quality of your documentation is of utmost importance as this is the only evidence 

the moderator will see. Take care to photograph your artwork as professionally as possible 

and make sure the photos accurately re5ect the work as shown.

Number of artworks
• SL students: 4–7 artworks

• HL students: 8–11 artworks

• two exhibition overview photos.

exhibition overview photos (required)
Two photographs that show the overall exhibition are required for your exhibition 

documentation. These photos are not for assessment purposes but to help the moderator 

better understand the overall layout and viewer experience. Remember that the 

moderator won’t see your actual exhibition.

aCTIvITy 9.7: 
vIsITor MaP

Draw a map of how 
you want the viewer 
to walk through 
your exhibition.

• What do you want 
the viewer to feel 
when they look at 
your artwork?

• How can you 
display, arrange 
the artwork to 
help facilitate that 
feeling (e.g. wow, 
shock, discovery, 
careful looking)?

Figure 9.12: an overview of student shana Inch’s Ib dP visual arts exhibition. she has 

curated her exhibition within the space available, with consideration for the viewer’s 

experience. she has used both the wall and the 8oor to show her photographs, inviting 

the viewer to walk around the large composite 8oor piece, which can be viewed from 

different angles.

Tip: Only include in the 
overview photos the 
exhibition artworks that 
you have submitted for 
assessment.
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additional supporting photos (optional)
In certain instances you may decide to include up to two additional photographs of 

each submitted work. These extra photos are not necessary for most studio pieces. The 

additional photos are intended to provide a sense of scale when showing large works or 

for pieces that have more than one viewpoint, or to show a detail of a composite piece.

In Figure 9.13, Gallery of the Subconscious, an additional supporting photo taken from a 

di1erent angle is helpful as one viewpoint is not su@cient to take in the whole construction.

video documentation
You also have the option of submitting a moving image �le when this is the most 

appropriate way to see your artwork. In most cases a good still photo is preferable, but 

some works will bene�t by being documented as a moving image. Video documentation 

is useful if the art itself is media-based, interactive or involves movement. Keep the 

documentary footage brief and clear; if possible use natural light and a plain background.

In the case of temporary artworks that are digitally documented, the artwork that you 

submit for assessment must be consistent with the one that was actually displayed in the 

exhibition, and the exhibition text should re5ect this.

Tip: Take good-quality, 
sharply focused 
photos. Blurry photos, 
background interference 
or poor lighting will all 
detract from the viewing 
of the work.

Tip: Photos should be 
accurate representations 
of the work, unaltered 
except for adjusting 
exposure and contrast.

Tip: Time-based 
submissions such as video 
recordings should not 
exceed �ve minutes.

Tip: In your exhibition 
texts, always label your 
work to give the format 
in which it was displayed 
at your exhibition: 
for example, live 
performance is labelled 
as a performance, a 
video recording of a 
performance is labelled 
as a video.

Figure 9.13: Gallery of the Subconscious by student so young Lim: a 3d construction made 

of wood, acrylic paint, watercolours, string, paper, Dgurines. The piece (a model of an 

imaginary art museum) represents a futuristic gallery complete with artwork on the walls, 

exhibition texts, and of course, the visitors.

Case sTudy: georgIna hexTaLL

HL student Georgina Hextall’s )nal exhibition was an example 
of a thoughtfully presented, coherent body of work with clearly 
articulated intentions. Here we look at several of the artworks from 
her exhibition and her curatorial rationale, and discuss them with 
reference to the assessment criteria.
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Figure 9.14: overview of 

georgina hextall’s Ib dP 

visual arts exhibition. 

georgina has created 

different viewing solutions 

within the space allotted: 

she constructed a black 

booth in the corner for an 

installation that required 

darkness, and placed a 

laptop inside a beehive on 

the 8oor to house a video. 

The plinth holds a small 

sculptural object and the 

rest of the works on paper 

are arranged sequentially 

on the wall.

Figure 9.15: work 

by student georgina 

hextall. altered books 

using beeswax, collage, 

burning and pigments 

that feel sticky like 

honey. The books 

reference her other 

work in the show and 

are displayed on a shelf 

at eye level, open for 

consultation.

exhibition assessment criteria at a glance

A Coherent body of work

B Technical competence

C Conceptual qualities

D Curatorial practice

a: Coherent body of work

Georgina presents a uni)ed and impressively coherent body of work. She 
explores a thematic content across a wide range of visual approaches. 
From video installation to beeswax and honey, her selection of media, 
techniques and imagery is appropriate to her stated intentions.
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Tip: Working in a 
range of media is NOT 
a requirement for 
the exhibition. You 
can submit work in a 
range of media or in 
only one medium.

Figure 9.16: work by student georgina hextall. To create this series of photograms, 

georgina used maps of the local terrain with text related to the spatial territories 

of bees. The photograms are made from transparencies of maps, text and photos of 

wings arranged in overlapping patterns.

Photogram: An 
image made on light-
sensitive paper without 
a camera. Objects 
or transparencies 
are placed on the 
photosensitive paper 
in the dark, then 
exposed to light and 
processed to �x the 
image. Where the 
objects block the light, 
either partially or fully, 
a shadow is recorded 
in reverse (light on 
dark). Some early 
artists to use camera-
less photography were 
Henry Fox Talbot, 
Man Ray (rayographs) 
and Anna Atkins 
(cyanotypes).

b: Technical competence

The artworks presented demonstrate an effective level of technical 
competence. There is manipulation of a range of materials and 
techniques including drawing, printmaking, photograms, collage, 
graphic design, encaustic, �lm and sound recordings, some of which 
are elaborated and re�ned to a high degree of resolution.

C: Conceptual qualities

Georgina has the advantage of an area of focus that clearly fascinates 
her. She investigates various conceptual qualities across a wide 
range of sources, exploring cultural and environmental aspects of 
honeybees as well as her personal experience. She uses sophisticated 
symbolic imagery, likening the hive to the buzz of the market square 
in her video piece. In the photograms she investigates 7ight paths 
and territories, communicating her stated artistic intentions: to 
create awareness around the fragility and potential extinction of 
the honeybee.
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Figure 9.17: georgina’s 

video recording of the 

market square in Marrakech, 

embedded deep inside 

an actual beehive. From a 

distance the sound of the 

video is similar to that of a 

buzzing beehive; it is not 

until you peer into the hive 

that you see it is a Dlm of 

a busy market square full 

of people.

Figure 9.18: georgina 

wants to emphasise the 

connection between human 

activity and that of bees. In 

this visual journal page she 

brainstorms the logistics 

of placing her video inside 

a beehive. The visual arts 

journal can be used to plan, 

design and re8ect on your 

exhibition presentation.
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d: Curatorial practice

Georgina’s written statement (curatorial rationale), shown below, fully 
justi�es the selection of the exhibited works. They are presented and 
arranged thoughtfully and the relationship among the works selected 
is evident. Since she is a HL student, she curates her exhibition with 
attention to and awareness of the viewer’s experience. Visitors are 
engaged in participating actively with some of the work displayed, 
such as peering into the hive, entering the blackout booth and 
putting on headphones.

In her rationale, Georgina explains the context of her work, the 
signi�cant in;uences on it, and the reasons for her curatorial decisions:

My work in this show centers around the honeybee. The honeybee 
is a signi�cant contributor to the earth’s processes, supplying the 
world’s agricultural systems through pollination, and their global 
decrease poses grave problems for the planet. I chose this topic 
because, besides being allergic to bees myself, I’m fascinated by 
their behaviour and their role in the world’s ecosystem. I have 

explored how different cultures have religious associations with 
the bee (Egypt and Greece) and compared the gathering of 

bees and their delicacy to the fragility of society (video piece on 
Marrakech marketplace).

My initial inspiration arose from my childhood experience of 
growing up on a farm with swarms of bees, and from my father, 

an avid beekeeper. I was able to observe the structure of the 
honeycomb and bee up close, and investigate the signi�cance of 
bee behavior in pieces such as the waggle dance. My work is also 

informed and inspired by the artists Francis Alÿs, Tom Phillips, 
Candy Jernigan, and Graham Sutherland.

The artworks I have selected for this show interpret various aspects 
of the honeybees’ life processes and their signi)cance. Working 

with the space that I had available, a wall and a corner of a room, 
I decided to build a booth in the corner with a blackout curtain 
and create an installation piece that used sound and darkness 

to heighten the viewer’s experience. Entering into the curtained 
booth the viewer is confronted with a small illuminated square 

of light on a plinth with a single dead bee. A pair of headphones 
invites you to listen to the recording of the bees buzzing, in direct 
contrast to the lifeless bee before you. This private, claustrophobic 

space allows only one person to experience it at a time; it is my 
intention to create a sense of the loss of vitality that comes with 

bee extinction.

A video installation is placed on the ;oor, inside a beehive. The video 
is a recording I made of the market square in Marrakech; the sound of 
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the busy square has a buzzing droning quality that resembles a hive. 
I have embedded the monitor deep inside an actual beehive so that 
the viewer hears the buzzing sound �rst and is drawn to look into 
the hive to see on the screen the human activity of the marketplace.

The other works I selected for the show are mostly two-dimensional 
works on paper in various media: painting, photography, photograms, 

and printmaking. Because my intention is to create awareness of 
concerns around bee extinction, I found that using natural materials 

from the hive, speci�cally honey and beeswax, communicates the 
message most directly. I used beeswax and honey as a medium or 

mixed with other media in several pieces. Beeswax was an especially 
exciting medium to work with, because of its smell, its texture and 
colour, and because of its direct relation to the bees themselves. It 

is as if I am collaborating with the bees who have provided the raw 
material for my artworks.

I arranged the works on the wall, paying particular attention to the 
sequencing to achieve visual balance of colour and size. I choose 

pieces that are linked by a common colour palette of ochres, browns 
and yellows, the colours of the honeybee.

My overall vision for presenting this body of work is to create a 
homage to the beauty and the signi�cance of the honey bee. I hope 

that the viewer may enjoy the visual and sensual qualities, the golden 
and amber tones, the scent of beeswax and honey, and at the same 

time, re(ect on the precarious position of the honeybee today. 
(615 words)

(Note: Georgina’s text was slightly amended to meet the 
requirements of this book.)

Tip: Examiners are currently instructed not to assess audio components, but when 
sound is integral to the artwork, students may like to refer to their intentions in 
the written exhibition text as in �gure 9.19.
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Figure 9.19: work by 

student georgina hextall. 

Inside a darkened booth, 

georgina created a simple 

lighting solution for viewing 

this piece: a 8ashlight inside 

a paper cone shines directly 

on a dead bee, a pair of tiny 

headphones (hidden mini 

iPod) with a recording of 

a lone buzzing bee invites 

the viewer to contemplate 

the threat of extinction for 

the honeybee in this multi-

sensorial experience.

summary

In this chapter you have seen how to select and present your work in the form of a 

curated 3nal exhibition and re5ected on what a coherent body of work means for you. 

You have begun to formulate and articulate your intentions for this work (which you 

will present through the writing of exhibition texts and a curatorial rationale).

You have considered methods of display for your show and how to communicate with 

the viewer through your presentation and arrangement of your work. You have reviewed 

the requirements of the exhibition task, including the photographic documentation of 

your work.

You have seen an example of a student’s work that addresses the assessment criteria for 

the exhibition, and re5ects the intentions stated in the student’s curatorial rationale.
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Figure 10.01: Booker T. 

Washington Legend by 

African-American artist 

William H. Johnson, 1945 

(oil painting on plywood), 

depicting a former slave 

educating a group of black 

students. It looks like they 

are learning about the arts 

as well as other things. The 

Obama family borrowed 

this painting for the White 

House Art Collection.

Introduction

This chapter provides a general point of reference for the DP Visual Arts course 

assessment. It includes an overview of the task requirements for the three assessed 

components: the comparative study (CS), the process portfolio (PP) and the exhibition, 

along with the assessed criteria and a summary of the assessment objectives. This will 

help you see the bigger picture of how the assessment components and their individual 

criteria (t together to form a (nal grade.

Each of the three assessed components is discussed in greater depth and breadth in 

individual chapters and supported by activities and examples throughout the book.
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10.1 What is assessed?

At the end of the course, you will be assessed on the three components, the CS, the PP, 

and the exhibition. (Further discussion of each of these can be found in the relevant 

chapters in this book.) Once you have assembled all your material, and it has been 

approved by your teacher, you will be instructed to upload the digital (les on IBIS, the 

IB assessment centre.

How is my work assessed?
The assessment objectives for the IB DP Visual Arts address the learning throughout the 

visual arts course at both standard level (SL) and higher level (HL). They are:

AO1: demonstrate knowledge and understanding of speci(ed content

AO2: demonstrate application and analysis of knowledge and understanding

AO3: demonstrate synthesis and evaluation

AO4: select, use and apply a variety of appropriate skills and techniques.

(The assessment objectives are given in full in the IB DP Visual Arts Guide, page 13.)

Each of three components will be viewed by an examiner and marked or moderated 

against a set of assessment criteria. You will receive an individual mark for each 

component, the sum of which will then be converted to an overall mark of 1–7. 

Table 10.1 shows an overview of the three components, the submission requirements 

and how they (t together to make the (nal grade.
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10.2 Part 1: The comparative study – 
external assessment (SL and HL)

The CS is an external assessment task in which you analyse and compare artworks from 

di8erent cultural contexts. (The content and format of the CS are discussed in Chapter 

7, where you will also (nd interpretation of the assessment criteria and examples of 

student work.) This component is submitted as a PDF and composed of a determined 

number of screens for each level. The CS constitutes 20% of the (nal grade.

Comparative study task requirements
Students at both SL and HL select at least three artworks, objects or artefacts, by at least 

at least two di8erent artists. For the selected works, students will need to:

• conduct research using a range of sources

• analyse cultural context

• identify formal qualities

• interpret function and purpose

• evaluate material, conceptual and cultural signi�cance

• compare selected pieces referring to above analysis

• present a list of sources as a separate document.

HL students will also need to re�ect on the relationship between their own 

art-making practice and the works studied.

Figure 10.02: Introductory 

screen from her comparative 

study by HL student 

Alberte Holmø Bojesens. 

For her CS Alberte chose 

to investigate movement 

through artworks by two 

artists using very different 

forms of visual expression: 

site-speci?c installation, ?lm 

and Baroque sculpture.

SL 10–15 screens

HL 10–15 screens + 3–5 screens that show the relationship of your work to 
that of the artists you have chosen for the study.

Comparative study: number of screens
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How is the comparative study assessed?

A. Identi$cation and analysis of formal qualities 6 marks

B. Analysis and understanding of function and purpose 6 marks

C. Analysis and evaluation of cultural signi$cance 6 marks

D. Making comparisons and connections 6 marks

E. Presentation and subject language 6 marks

F. (HL only) Making connections to own art-making practice 12 marks

The CS assessment criteria at a glance

There are �ve assessed criteria for the CS, with the addition of one more criterion for 

HL (criterion F). These criteria address the areas of learning within this component: 

critical thinking skills and the ability to analyse, evaluate and compare, and to present 

information clearly and coherently and using subject-speci�c language.

Table 10.02: Assessment criteria: comparative study

Criterion Assessment objective Task details

A.  Analysis of formal 
qualities

An effective discussion of  
the formal elements 
of art

Describe what you see when you look at a work of 
art, analysing the formal elements of design, line, 
shape, size, space, colour, texture and value, and 
discussing the materials and media used.

B.  Interpreting function 
and purpose

An informed and 
appropriate interpretation 
of the artworks

Discuss the function for which the artwork was 
made, as well as the artist’s intention, and explore 
possible interpretations of the work.

C.  Evaluation of cultural 
context

An informed 
understanding of the 
artworks within a cultural 
context

Place the work in context: where and when was 
it made? What is the background from which this 
artwork emerged – the cultural, social, political, 
historical and personal in9uences that shaped it?

D.  Making comparisons 
and connections

Effective and coherent 
analytical comparisons 
between the artworks

Compare and contrast the works you have selected. 
Make connections between the works by analysing 
the formal, functional and cultural similarities and 
differences.

E.  Presentation and 
subject language

Clearly, coherently 
and consistently 
communicated 
information

Make the overall presentation visually engaging 
and appropriate: design a considered layout with 
clearly legible writing, make sure your sources are 
cited and images are referenced correctly with use 
of accurate subject-speci$c language throughout.

F.  (HL only) Making 
connections to own 
art-making practice

An analysis and re9ection 
on how the artworks 
studied in9uence or 
otherwise relate to your 
own art-making

Make meaningful connections between your 
work and those of the artists in your study, using 
clear examples. Analyse and re9ect on your own 
development in relation to the work studied.

(For a breakdown of the mark bands in the CS criteria, see the IB DP Visual Arts Guide, 

pages 40–42.)
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10.3 Part 2: The process portfolio – 
external assessment (SL and HL)

The PP is an external assessment task in which you compile into screens carefully 

selected materials that give evidence of your development as an artist. (The content and 

format of the PP are discussed in Chapter 8, where you will also �nd interpretation of 

the assessment criteria and examples of student work.) This portfolio is submitted as a 

PDF composed of a determined number of screens for each level. The PP constitutes 

40% of your �nal mark.

SL 9–18 screens

HL 13–25 screens

Process portfolio: number of screens

Process portfolio task requirements

Standard level
SL students submit 9–18 screens that give evidence of their experimentation, 

exploration, manipulation and re�nement of a variety of art-making activities. The 

submitted work should address at least two art-making forms, from separate columns of 

the art-making forms table (shown in full in the IB DP Visual Arts Guide, page 45).

Higher level
HL students submit 13–25 screens that give evidence of their experimentation, 

exploration, manipulation and re�nement of a variety of art-making activities. The 

submitted work should address at least three art-making forms, from at least two 

columns of the IB art-making forms table (shown in full in the IB DP Visual Arts 

Guide, page 45).

Two-dimensional forms Three–dimensional 
forms

Lens-based, electronic 
and screen-based forms

• drawing

• painting

• printmaking

• graphics

• sculpture

• designed objects

• site speci�c / 
ephemeral

• textiles

• time-based and 
sequential art

• lens media

• Lens-less photography

• digital/screen based

(You will �nd examples of a range of art-making forms in Chapter 4.)
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Figure 10.03: PP screen by student Theo Gembler, reEecting on the development and 

design of a character for a digital artwork. The PP documents the development of your 

skills and your ideas throughout the visual arts course.

How is the process portfolio assessed?

A Skills, techniques and processes 12 marks

B Critical investigation 6 marks

C Communication of ideas and intentions 6 marks

D Reviewing, re,ning and re.ecting 6 marks

E Presentation and subject-speci,c language 4 marks

The PP assessment criteria at a glance

There are (ve assessed criteria for the PP.  The criteria address the areas of learning 

within this component: technical accomplishment, understanding and use of 

materials, the development of ideas and processes through visual and written 

exploration and re:ection.
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Table 10.03: Assessment criteria: process portfolio

Criterion Assessment objective Task details

A.  Skills, techniques and 
processes

Sustained 
experimentation and 
manipulation of a range 
of art-making skills.

Demonstrate 
sustained and skilful 
experimentation with 
a range of techniques 
and processes, 
selecting materials 
appropriately, meeting 
the requirements of the 
art-making forms table.

B.  Critical investigation In-depth critical 
investigation of artworks 
with insight and 
awareness

Demonstrate critical 
investigation of artists, 
artworks and art forms, 
making connections and 
observations about how 
these impact your own 
developing art practice.

C.  Communication of 
ideas and intentions

Articulation of ideas 
and intentions around 
art-making and the 
development of skills 
and concepts.

Clearly show how 
your ideas are formed 
and how you make 
independent choices 
about media and 
techniques that support 
your intentions. This 
can be communicated in 
both visual and written 
form.

D.  Reviewing, re?ning 
and reEecting

Effective review and 
re,nement of ideas and 
art-making skills

Demonstrate the ability 
to review and re,ne 
your ideas, and to re.ect 
on your skills, techniques 
and processes and your 
own development on 
the whole as an artist.

E.  Presentation and 
subject-speci?c 
language

Clearly, coherently 
and consistently 
communicated 
information

Present your portfolio 
in a visually engaging 
manner, with clear, 
legible and coherent 
content. Subject-speci,c 
language should be 
used appropriately 
throughout and all 
sources and images 
should be cited.

(For a breakdown of the mark bands in the PP criteria, see the IB DP Visual Arts Guide, 

pages 46–48.)
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10.4 Part 3: The exhibition – internal 
assessment (SL and HL)

The exhibition is an internal assessment task in which you present a selection of your 

strongest work in the form of an exhibition, supported by a written rationale and 

exhibition texts. (The content and requirements of the exhibition and the curatorial 

rationale are discussed in Chapter 9, where you will also (nd interpretation of the 

assessment criteria and examples of student work.) This component is submitted as 

individual image (les with supporting text (as detailed in Chapter 9). The exhibition 

constitutes 40% of your (nal mark.

Exhibition task requirements
Both SL and HL students select and present their own original, resolved artworks 

accompanied by exhibition texts and a written curatorial rationale that supports their 

curatorial decisions.  The requirements are as follows:

• SL students: 4–7 artworks

• HL students: 8–11 artworks

• exhibition texts for each piece

• two exhibition overview photos (mandatory)

• additional supporting photos (optional)

• a written curatorial rationale.

SL 4–7 artworks from your 
exhibition

written curatorial rationale 
(400 words max)

HL 8–11 artworks from your 
exhibition

written curatorial rationale 
(700 words max)

The exhibition: number of works required

Curatorial rationale: SL and HL requirements
SL: 400 words max

The curatorial rationale fully justi(es the selection of the exhibited works, which are 

presented and arranged clearly, as appropriate to the student’s stated intentions in the 

space made available to the student.

HL: 700 words max
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Figure 10.04: HL student Eloise Leibnitz-Armstrong’s ?nal exhibition. Curating your ?nal 

show is one of the highlights of your IB art experience and a chance to show your work to 

a wider audience.

How is the exhibition assessed?

A Coherent body of works 9 marks

B Technical competence 9 marks

C Conceptual qualities 9 marks

D Curatorial practice 3 marks

The exhibition assessment criteria at a glance

There are four assessed criteria for the exhibition. The criteria di8er for SL and HL 

in the number of artworks submitted and for criterion D, curatorial practice. (This is 

further discussed in Chapters 8 and 9.)

The criteria address the areas of learning within this component: selecting and 

presenting a coherent collection of artworks that show technical competence, 

understanding of conceptual qualities and intentions, presented to an audience in the 

form of an exhibition, supported and justi(ed by the curatorial rationale.

The curatorial rationale concisely justi(es the selection of the exhibited works, which 

are presented and arranged clearly, as appropriate to the student’s stated intentions. The 

student provides an appropriate and clearly justi(ed re:ection on how they attempted 

to establish a relationship between the artworks and the viewer within the space 

made available to the student.
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Table 10.04: Assessment criteria: exhibition

Criteria Assessment objective Task details

A.  Coherent body 
of works

A coherent collection 
of works which ful,l 
stated artistic intentions 
and communicate clear 
thematic or stylistic 
relationships across 
individual pieces

Present a selection of art 
works with a coherent 
relationship between 
them; this might be 
through exploration of 
visual qualities or through 
exploration of ideas and 
concepts.

B.  Technical 
competence

Application, manipulation 
and re,nement of skills to 
reach the highest level of 
technical competency with 
the selected materials in 
the chosen media

Present work that shows 
a skilful manipulation of 
techniques and media. 
Less-successful work can be 
included in the PP.

C.  Conceptual 
qualities

Imagery, signs and symbols 
that have been successfully 
resolved to realise the 
function, meaning and 
purpose of the art works, 
as appropriate to stated 
intentions

Present work that shows 
an effective elaboration of 
ideas and concepts, further 
supported and explained 
in the curatorial rationale.

D.  Curatorial 
practice 
(SL ONLY)

A successful selection and 
exhibition of a group 
of artworks within a 
designated space, as 
appropriate to stated 
intentions

Justify the selection of 
the exhibited works in 
the curatorial rationale. 
Describe the context 
in which the work was 
made; explain your choices 
of artworks and the 
connections among them; 
re.ect on how you arrange 
and present your work.

E.  Curatorial 
practice 
(HL ONLY)

A successful selection and 
exhibition of a group 
of artworks within a 
designated space, as 
appropriate to stated 
intentions.

ReEection on how the 
exhibition conveys an 
understanding of the 
relationship between the 
artworks and the viewer

Justify the selection of 
the exhibited works in 
the curatorial rationale. 
Describe the context 
in which the work was 
made; explain your choices 
of artworks and the 
connections among them; 
re.ect on how you arrange 
and present your work.

Include a reEection on 
the relationship with the 
viewer and how you affect 
meaning through the way 
the work is presented.
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(For a breakdown of the mark bands in the exhibition criteria, see the IB DP Visual 

Arts Guide, pages 56–58.) Your (nal exhibition presentation including images and text 

will be assessed against the above criteria by your teacher and moderated by an external 

moderator. It is important that the digital presentation of your exhibition re:ects the 

actual exhibition as closely as possible.

10.5 The extended essay in visual arts

All Diploma Programme students are required to write an essay (maximum 4000 

words) on a topic of their choice, chosen from the list of approved DP subjects. This 

piece of writing is intended to help you learn research and writing skills and encourage 

intellectual inquiry into an area of special interest to you. For most students, the 

extended essay is the (rst experience with a major formal piece of structured writing, 

and as such it is an invaluable educational experience.

If you have a strong interest in visual arts this could be an appealing subject area for 

an in-depth research paper. Visual arts topics include (ne art, design, architecture, and 

contemporary forms of visual culture.

Your choice of a research topic might be inspired by your own experiences: an 

exhibition you have visited, or your interest in a particular artist, style, period or theme. 

Whenever possible try to engage with primary sources, such as contact with artists and 

curators, and to see the work you are writing about yourself.

You are encouraged to explore this particular topic or question in visual arts in an 

independent, imaginative and critical way, with appropriate visuals, and well-documented 

research.

Choosing a strong research question is fundamental in determining the success of your 

extended essay. What makes a good research question?

• It is clearly focused.

• It addresses a topic that is genuinely interesting to you.

• It takes an original angle or point of view.

• It provides ample opportunity for research.

If you have a topic that interests you but that is too general or broad in scope, try to 

narrow it down to a particular aspect or issue that can then become a guiding question 

for your research:

General topic Research question

Andy Warhol’s pop art  How was Andy Warhol’s factory a model for 
contemporary art production?

Rembrandt’s portraits  How did Rembrandt’s view of himself change over 
his lifetime, as demonstrated in ,ve self-portraits 
between 1628 and 1969?
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The extended essay, if you choose to write on a visual arts topic, will enrich your 

understanding and knowledge of a particular area of interest to you within the visual 

arts, and may even inform your own art-making practice. Please note that the same piece 

of work cannot be submitted to meet the requirements of both an assessed component 

and the extended essay.

Academic honesty
Academic honesty promotes personal integrity and respect for others. You should submit 

only authentic work, acknowledging the ideas and work of others wherever relevant. 

Whenever another person’s work, ideas or images have in:uenced your work, include 

a reference to the source using the referencing style preferred by your school. Speci(c 

guidelines regarding academic honesty for each of the components are discussed in the 

relevant chapters.

Summary

You should now have a clear idea of how your work is assessed, what you must submit 

for assessment, and the marking criteria for each of the components. Your (nal grade in 

IB DP Visual Arts will depend on the sum of the marks for each component.

Your (nal assessment is the last step of your IB DP Visual Arts journey, but only the 

beginning of what is hopefully a lifetime of looking at, making and enjoying art!

This is your world. Shape it or someone else will. (Gary Lew)

Figure 10.05: Artist Patrick Jacobs 

constructs dioramas of miniature 

worlds that are viewed in 

exquisite detail through a convex 

magnifying lens.
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Annotation: An explanatory note or comment added to a drawing or diagram.

Appropriation: Intentional borrowing. Appropriation in art and art history 
refers to the practice of artists taking a pre-existing image from another 
context – art history, advertising, the media, and creating a new image or 
object by combining or transforming the original.

Artefact: An object intentionally made by human hands, typically of cultural 
or historical interest.

Assemblage: Three-dimensional collage work produced by the incorporation 
of everyday objects into the composition.

Avant-garde: This French phrase (literally ‘front guard’) describes art that puts 
forward new and innovative ideas, and is generally used in reference to early 
20th-century modern art.

Bird’s-eye view: An overview, or a general view from above, as seen by a bird.

Body of work: A collection of coherent, uni+ed and related artworks.

Chiaroscuro: From the Italian words for ‘light’ and ‘dark’, this term is used to 
describe the variations in light and shade on an artwork.

Coherence: The quality of forming a uni+ed and consistent whole. (For your 
+nal exhibition this means that the artworks are relevant and work together 
as a uni+ed body of work.)

Coherent and connected: Coherence and connection refer to a sense of 
continuity and connection among the works. The pieces demonstrate clear 
connections and work well together to create a uni+ed body of work.

Collage: Collage comes from the French word coller, to glue. A collage may 
include all sorts of paper and other materials, newspaper clippings, coloured 
or hand-made papers, portions of other artwork or texts, photographs and 
other found objects, all glued to a support.

Composition: Composition in art refers to the arrangement of visual elements 
(shapes, lines, colours, forms) and their relationship to each other

Conceptual: Conceptual qualities in art refer to the idea or concept behind the 
work rather than the actual product.

Constructivism: An art style and movement that originated in Russia in the 
1920s and has in0uenced many aspects of modern architecture and design.

Contemporary art: Work being produced by artists living today or in our times.

Context: The circumstances that surround an event or an idea and help it to 
be understood.
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Cross-hatching: Shading forms by using overlapping parallel lines.

Cubism: Style of modern art in which an object or person is shown as a set of 
geometric shapes and as it seen from many different angle at the same time.

Curate: From the Latin curare, meaning ‘take care of’. Curatorial practice is to 
oversee and care for a collection.

Dada: A 20th-century movement in art and literature based on irrationality 
and the upending of traditional artistic values.

Diptych: A painting or drawing in two parts, usually the same size. It may be 
one divided image or two closely related images.

Discerning eye: To discern is to exercise good judgement and understanding, 
to be discriminating.

Drawing surface: This refers to the paper or any other support – for example, 
wood, cardboard, a tablet, a wall – on which a drawing is made.

Embossing: A raised pattern or design created by pressure without any ink.

Ephemeral: Existing only for a short time, impermanent, transient.

Ex-voto: An offering given in order to ful+ll a vow or to give thanks for a 
blessing.

Fine art: Drawings, paintings and sculptures that are admired for their beauty 
and have no practical use.

Formal elements of art: The ‘formal’ qualities or elements of art do not mean 
that it is fancy, elegant or conventional. ‘Formal’ refers to the form, as in the 
formal elements, such as line, shape, colour, space, size, texture, value, pattern . . .

Found objects: Objects or artefacts not originally intended as art, found and 
considered to have aesthetic value. Also referred to as objets trouvés (French).

Frottage: The technique or process of taking a rubbing from an uneven 
surface to form the basis of a work of art.

Genre: A category or artistic style that involves a set of characteristics.

Hybrid: A hybrid artwork is made up of elements from different origins, 
crossing boundaries between art and science, art and social research and so on.

Informed response: In the context of the IB, this is your own individual 
response to artworks you see, informed by knowledge and experience.

Intaglio print: A print made from ink forced into the recessed lines of a block 
or plate, like etching or engraving. This technique requires a press.
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Linoleum print: A relief print carved into linoleum.

Mark-making: Marks are used to create an image but mark-making can also 
be explored for its expressive value. The quality of the mark depends on many 
factors: the tool used, the medium and the surface, as well as the hand making 
the mark.

Methods of display: How an artwork is put on view, placed, hung, lit, 
arranged and presented to the viewer.

Modern art: Art from about 1880 (Impressionism) through to the 1970s.

Monotype: A monotype is painted directly on a piece of glass or plastic and 
printed onto paper. It is usually a one-of-a-kind print, although you can make 
variations.

Photogram: An image made on light-sensitive paper without a camera. 
Objects or transparencies are placed on the photosensitive paper in the dark, 
then exposed to light and processed to +x the image. Where the objects 
block the light, either partially or fully, a shadow is recorded in reverse (light 
on dark). Some early artists to use camera-less photography were Henry Fox 
Talbot, Man Ray (rayographs) and Anna Atkins (cyanotypes).

Plinth: A rectangular block or slab, usually stone, serving as a base for a 
sculpture.

Pop art: Pop art was an art movement of the 1950s and 1960s in Britain 
and America. The artists of the pop art movement drew their imagery from 
popular culture, mass media, advertising and consumerism, often with an 
ironic or critical undertone.

Portraiture: The art of making a portrait or artistic representation of a person.

Primary source: In the context of art, a primary source is an original document, 
creative work, artefact or relic, not interpreted by a third party. When you 
interview an artist or visit an exhibition or studio and experience the work 
directly, this is considered a primary source.

Ready-made: A ‘ready-made’ is a commonplace object or combination of 
objects selected and presented as an artwork. Marcel Duchamp created the 
+rst ready-made (Bicycle Wheel, 1913) by mounting a bike wheel on a stool. 
Duchamp and members of the Dada movement challenged the conventional 
notions of what is art and in0uenced much of the art that followed – including 
pop art, which took its subject matter from everyday objects of pop culture, 
and conceptual art, which values the artist’s idea over the actual product.

Relief print: A print which is made from the raised portions of a carved block, 
like a rubber stamp.

Renaissance: The period of growth of interest and activity in the areas of art, 
literature and ideas in Europe during the 15th and 16th centuries.
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Resolved work: An art piece that has reached a stage of completion where no 
further changes are necessary.

Scale: Scale and proportion in art are concerned with size. Scale generally 
refers to the size of an artwork in relation to the world around it (miniature, 
small scale, full scale (life-size) or large scale).

Sculpture: Three-dimensional art form where objects that represent a person, 
idea or thing are formed out of material(s) such as clay, stone, wood, metal, 
metal, styrofoam.

Sfumato (Italian): Shading forms by using subtle and soft gradation of tone.

Sgraf�to: A form of wall decoration in which a surface layer of paint is 
scratched into to reveal the colour beneath. The wall is prepared with lime 
plaster using the same materials and techniques as fresco painting.

Site-speci.c art: A work of art designed for a speci+c location that has a 
meaningful relationship with that place.

Still life: A still life is an arrangement of inanimate objects.

Thumbnail sketch: A small, rough sketch that records only the essential 
information. Making thumbnail sketches is a good way of working out ideas 
and trying compositional variations.

Tokenistic: Doing something only to show that you are following rules or 
doing what is expected or seen to be fair, and not because you really believe it 
is the right thing to do

Tonal values: This refers to the degree of light or dark on a grey scale (from 
white to black).

White cube: A bare, unadorned space that is popular for contemporary art 
venues. The idea is that without distractions the artwork can command the full 
attention of the viewer.

YBA: The Young British Artists were a group of art students who graduated 
from Goldsmiths, University of London, in the late 1980s and became 
in0uential in shaping an entrepreneurial approach to art marketing and 
branding in the 1990s. (Notorious YBAs include Damien Hirst, whose work 
showed dead animals preserved in formaldehyde, and Tracey Emin, who 
presented her own unmade bed in an artwork.)
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