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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to test and extend Parsons' (1987) theory of aesthetic 

development by gathering extensive data on the ways that Mexican American and Navajo 

females and males respond to selected art images. Studies of twelve participants, six 

Mexican American and six Navajo, were based on a series of semi-stnlctured in-depth 

phenomenological interviews (Seidman, 1991). Participants from each culture included six 

male/female pairs for each of three age groups: upper elementary students, high school 

students and adults. Each participant responded a series of open-ended questions about a 

set of eleven art images. Participants described their cultural background and their own 

personal or educational experiences with art. The data was analyzed in several ways and 

used to develop a case or portrait for each participant and was compared across groups. 

Parsons' model with the addition of two additional stances and a rating on a naive/expert 

continuum was found useful in examining the ways education, experience, gender, and 

cultural background contributed to aesthetic responses to art images. The resulting cases 

should be useful in art teaching and teacher education and contribute to the literature of 

cases in education. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION OF THE PROBLEM 

What is crucial for understanding aesthetic justification is the 

realization that one's aesthetic attributions are grounded in 

intrinsic properties of an object or event.-Eaton (1994) 
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As a branch of philosophy, aesthetics is principally concerned with critical reflection on our 

experiences with, and our evaluation of, art. It is philosophical reflection on questions 

about art. Philosophers of art address clusters of questions about the nature of art objects, 

the nature of aesthetic experience, the basis of the standards of judgment, the nature of the 

artistic process and creativity, and the ways that art reflects human values and the cultural 

context in which art is created (Crawford, 1987; Eaton, 1988; Lankford, 1992). Practically 

speaking, these questions may arise during any serious talk about works of art, either 

within or outside the classroom. Yet, for educational purposes, art educators know 

relatively little about these reflections on art. Many art educators do not fully understand 

how people's understanding of art changes with age and experience. 

Knowledge of aesthetic development has implications for the choice of appropriate images 

and questions to be addressed at various levels of schooling, for female and male students, 

and for student populations representing diverse cultures. Knowledge of how to adapt 

instruction in aesthetics based on the characteristics of a particular group of students is 

currently limited. Lacking alternatives, teachers of art continue to use those choices of art 

images found in most surveys of Western art and those ways of talking about art that were 

learned through their "apprenticeship of observation" (Lortie, 1975) as students in studio 

art and art history. Many teachers have formed images of art classroom practice based on a 



limited foundation of the Western canon of art masterpieces. These images of traditional 

classroom practice persist even as student populations become more diverse. 
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There is an increasing body of research about the knowledge base that successful teachers 

need to possess. Several authors (Grossman, 1990; Gudmundsdottir, 1988, 1991; 

Shulman, 1987) speak to teachers' need for content knowledge and pedagogical content 

knowledge. While there is a great deal of content knowledge in aesthetics we have very 

limited pedagogical content knowledge-that general knowledge of how to transform the 

discipline of aesthetics into appropriate topics for instruction. Even less is known about 

ways that gender and culture affect students' understanding about aesthetics. Teachers 

could benefit from having a knowledge base for creating classroom events that promote 

aesthetic development. 

My own interest in aesthetic development arises from my experience as an art curriculum 

specialist and teacher educator in a school district committed to providing a comprehensive 

art program in the context of an educational environment that reflects and supports 

multicultural concerns. It has been my responsibility to design staff development for art 

teachers and elementary classroom teachers who teach art. I knew that I had an incomplete 

conceptual understanding of how students and teachers came to understand art. While I 

was able to transmit knowledge about aesthetics as a discipline, it was difficult to assist 

teachers in the choice of appropriate images and aesthetic topics to use with students of 

different ages or experiences with art. I noticed that children and adults seemed to express 

quite different kinds of interests in art images. Adults often weren't able to recognize the 

legitimate interests and concerns of students as they worked together to understand art 

images. Teachers would pursue their own interests, sometimes based on their own limited 

knowledge of or experience with art. They sometimes failed to capture the interest of their 
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students. While many of the questions raised by both groups seemed to reflect the 

traditional interests of art critics and aestheticians, there didn't appear to be any easily 

recognizable pattern to the responses. In my search for a framework within which to 

understand how people of different ages, genders, and cultures make sense of art images, I 

found one compelling model. 

Michael Parsons (1987) has proposed a theoretical model that establishes five stages of 

aesthetic development that account for the differing responses people offl!r to works of art. 

Parsons describes his work in aesthetic development as parallel to the work of Kohlberg on 

moral development (1981) and of Piaget on cognitive development (1970). These 

developmental accounts have been criticized by educational scholars for a variety of 

reasons. 

One major area of criticism regards the nature of human development. Many early 

developmental theories suggest that every human organism progresses through a series of 

age-related stages of development in various areas and that this development is more 

biological than environmental in its impetus. To fail to progress to the highest levels of 

development is often viewed as an individual's deficit. D. H. Feldman (1988,1980) takes 

a different view. He makes a distinction between universal and nonuniversal cognitive 

domains. He claims that not all individuals move through non universal stages to the highest 

levels of development. There is a definite qualitative shift in understanding from novice to 

expert levels in all areas of human endeavor that is reserved only for the highly trained. He 

suggests that educational experience and cultural values have a profound effect on which 

abilities and skills a culture will deem worthy of advanced development. Only when certain 

skills and interests are valued within a culture and these skills and interests are supported 



by opportunities to learn and practice do certain individuals attain the highest levels of 

achievement. 
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Another major criticism of stage theories of development is that they have been formulated 

on a white, male model of development (Gilligan, 1982). The unique developmental tasks 

of women and of members of non-white cultures have not been comprehensively 

addressed. Some limited work has been done to identify the ways that gender and culture 

might affect an individual's responses to U1t images (Pariser & Zimmerman, 1990). The 

limited findings of art education research on gender and culture stimulated my desire to 

know how women and men from different cultural backgrounds come to understand art 

and how that knowledge might be used in developing curriculum and instructional 

practices. 

In this study I explore the ways that Mexican American and Navajo women and men 

understand art and how useful Parsons' model of aesthetic development is in characterizing 

their responses. I examine the ways that gender or culture may affect one's response to art 

images. I look for the effects of education in art on the ways people of different educational 

and cultural backgrounds understand art. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Aesthetics in art education 

At present there is limited knowledge about how people understand art. 
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Historically, in the United States the arts have not held the same high status in public 

school curriculum as have the sciences, social sciences, and language arts (Efland, 1990; 

Eisner, 1988; Levi, 1991). Since the mid-60s art educators have been engaged in 

examining and redefining the appropriate transfommtion of the arts as disciplines into the 

arts as school subjects (Barkan, 1966; Efland, 1990). Several authors stressed the need to 

broaden art education to encompass more than studio activities in an approach that was 

labeled as aesthetic education. Support for this approach grew out of and was supported by 

the Penn State Conference of 1965 (Greer, 1993). 

As a result of this conference a number of projects were undertaken to test out the new 

fOffi1Ulations of clllTiculum that would address art education as a discipline worthy of 

inclusion in the general education of all students. Among these were the Kettering Project, 

a curriculum project headed by Eisner (1969); SWRL, a curriculum developed at the 

Southwest Regional Lab (Greer, 1974), and The Aesthetic Eye Project undertaken by the 

Los Angeles County Schools during the mid-1970s, which was based upon the ideas of 

Broudy (Hine, Clark, Greer & Silverman, 1976). Each of these projects incorporated 

elements of aesthetic education into the curriculum design. They each enjoyed success in 

the regions in which they were initiated and were antecedents to the paradigm shift that has 

taken place in art education. 
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The effort to make a place for the arts in America's schools today has been undertaken most 

notably through the eff0l1S of the Getty Center for Education in the Arts (GCEA) to 

advance a particular approach to m1 education called Discipline-Based Art Education or 

DBAE (GCEA, 1985). This comprehensive approach calls for the integrated teaching of art 

history, art criticism, aesthetics, and art production. Aesthetics as philosophy is a late 

addition to the school program, first appearing in the literature as part of a discipline-based 

program in 1984 (Greer, 1984). As part of their early efforts, the Getty Center for 

Educators on the Visual Arts established a research and development project, The Getty 

Institute for Education in the Arts, which was directed by Greer and, like the Aesthetic Eye 

Project, was based on many of Broudy's ideas on aesthetic education (Greer, 1993). 

One feature of the Getty Institute for Educators on the Visual Arts was the inclusion of 

aestheticians as advisors to the planning of the institutes and as presenters of the structure 

and content of aesthetics. Several art educators undertook the task of transfomling the 

content of aesthetics into subject matter and curriculum for schools (Greer, 1993). The shift 

from an aesthetic education approach to a discipline-based approach was taking place and 

aesthetics was becoming a major curriculum component in its own right. Identifying the 

appropriate aesthetic content for students at different educational levels and creating 

instructional materials and pedagogy became an ongoing process. 

Aesthetic theories parallel types of aesthetic response 

Those people who have been committed to seeking answers to the big questions about art 

have, over the course of centuries and in different cultural contexts, formulated theories 

based on different sets of assumptions about art. Since the time of Plato and Aristotle artists 

have continually created new art fomls and styles to reflect changing cultural and social 

values. In response to these changing forms and styles aestheticians have had to formulate 
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and reformulate theories that explain and, sometimes, justify these changes. New aesthetic 

schools have evolved. These philosophical schools have been identified as altemate 

approaches to understanding and evnluating art. These categories of nesthetic theories 

include favoritism, mimeticism or imitationalism, expressionism, formalism, 

instrumentalism, and institutionalism (Eaton, 1988; Lankford, 1992; Osborne, 1970; 

Pepper, 1956). 

Michael Parsons' (1987) theoretical model provides a basis for a rational and cognitive 

approach to understanding an individual's aesthetic development. He characterizes aesthetic 

development as proceeding through five stages from naivete to maturity. Each stage is 

characterized by significantly different ways of thinking about works of aI1. These stages 

parallel four of the aesthetic theories as categorized by aestheticians and art educators 

writing about aesthetics (Eaton, 1988; Lankford, 1992; Osborne, 1970; Parsons & 

Blocker, 1993; Pepper, 1956). 

Parsons identified four stages that reflect naive definitions of four major aesthetic stances: 

favOlitism, imitationalism, expressionism, and formalism. His fifth stage incorporates 

more sophisticated definitions of those four stances and incorporates two additional 

stances: instrumentalism and institutionalism. The first four stances are primarily personal 

in orientation consistent with the development of Western aesthetic theories over the last 

200 years. I outline them as follows, based on Parsons' descriptions. 

Stage one: favoritism reflects hedonist stances and is characterized by: 

-egocentrism, being aware of only one point of view 

-showing awareness of subject, but freely associating in response to it 

-exhibiting intuitive delight without which the art has no meaning 
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-showing strong attraction to color, direct sensory appeal of textures, shapes, and 

lines 

-seeing subjects as symbols, feelings as in the subject 

-showing more interest in parts than in the unity of the whole image 

-judging all art images as good as long as they are preferred 

Stage two: beauty and realism reflect imitationalist stances and are characterized by: 

-acknowledging the viewpoint of others 

-believing that art images must be of something, show us real things, tell the 

"truth" about the world of people and objects 

-believing that colors must be equivalent to what they represent in the real world 

-seeing feelings expressed in the people and in the colors 

-thinking that shapes, lines, shading, space must be accurate, photographically 

real 

-valuing skill, patience, and care as important qualities for an artist to possess 

-locating beauty in the objects of the painting 

-judging good paintings to be those that are attractive and realistic 

Stage three: expressiveness reflects expressionist stances and is characterized by: 

-acknowledging the inner life and emotion of others 

-believing that the purpose of art is to express feelings or thoughts 

-recognizing the active role of both the artist and of the viewer, "a conversation" 

-seeing feelings as originating in the artist and expressed through form and 

technique 

-believing that subject, forn1, style, and technique are the means to expression 
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-valuing creativity, originality, depth of feeling as important qualities for an artist 

to have 

-locating beauty in the art as saying something significant about human experience 

-believing thut objective judgments aren't possible because the felt experience is 

an individual and personal one for both artist and viewer 

Stage four: style and form reflect formalist stances and are characterized by: 

-acknowledging that art exists within traditions, which is the result of people 

looking and talking about art over time, entering "the grand conversation" 

-recognizing that art works have a history 

-believing that art stands for universal tmths 

-constructing the meaning of art as a group process as well as an individual one 

-recognizing that subject is less important than form, style, and technique 

-believing that expression OCClll'S through form and can be independent of subject 

-valuing style and technique as the means to create significant form 

-using art criticism as a guide to perception, relating personal interpretations to 

those of others 

-judging based on reason and objective criteria 

Stage five: autonomy or pluralism is characterized by: 

-acknowledging personal pluralism to question judgments made by "experts" 

-examining self-consciously one's own interpretations 

-believing that the purpose of art is to raise questions of perception and 

understanding 

-looking at the art from many different viewpoints 

-exhibiting concern with the values embodied in art 
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-judging based on "good reasons", appropriate to the style of art being examined 

-judging that is based on both a personal and more social or cultural view 

The two stances that Parsons includes within pluralism, the instrumental and institutional, 

are important to consider in examining a broader range of responses. With the advent of 

post modernism they have become important to consider independent of other stances. 

They move beyond personal stance to reflect contemporary aesthetic concerns for social 

relevance and institutional theory. In addition, most non-Western aesthetics can be 

considered to be institutional and/or instrumental. 

Instrumental stances are characterized by: 

-believing that art should serve some functional purpose (social, spiritual, 

political, moral, or practical) beyond the aesthetic form 

-judging based upon the degree to which the art serves some other, presumably 

higher, purpose 

Institutional stances are characterized by: 

-recognizing that art is defined by the "artworld" in which it is created 

-judging based on the standards established by that "artworld" 

-acknowledging aesthetic systems based on non-Anglo standards 

Stage theory and aesthetic development 

Parsons grounds his work in the tradition of cognitive developmental psychology, which 

attempts to explain ways our understanding develops to maturity through steps or stages. 

Parsons draws parallels between this new theory of the cognitive development of aesthetic 

understanding, Kohlberg's theory of cognitive development of moral judgment, and 
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Pinget's theory of the cognitive development of scientific understanding. This parallel 

grows out of a philosophical tradition that he credits to Kant, but which extends back to an 

ancient classical tradition in which the examination of truth, goodness, and beauty fomls 

the basis of knowledge. Played out as ways of knowing, science and mathematics become 

the basis for understanding the empirical world, literature and the social sciences become 

the basis for examining the moral world, and the arts become the basis for exploring the 

aesthetic world. 

There are a number of contemporary attempts to reexamine stage theories. D. H. Feldman 

(1988, 1980) makes a distinction between universal cognitive domains-those which all 

humans achieve; cultural domains-those which all members of a culture acquire as a result 

of group membership; discipline-based-which each culture detemlines that its members 

should be taught; and the non universal and unique domains that only selected members 

achieve. He claims that not all individuals move through non universal stages to the highest 

levels of development. There is a definite qualitative shift in understanding from novice to 

expert level that is reserved only for the highly talented and trained. He suggests that 

educational experiences and cultural values have a profound effect on development. 

Feldman cites other researchers (Campbell & Bickhnrd, 1986; Fischer, 1980; Flavell, 

1982) who are exploring a variety of issues relating to how people construct knowledge. 

Parsons himself has described stages of aesthetic development as not residing in 

individuals, but as descriptors that explain strategies individuals use to understand art 

images (p. 11). He suggests that people acquire the stages in sequence and that these 

"stages are levels of increasing ability to interpret the expressiveness of works" (p. 13). 

Erickson (1993), in her work on children's art historical understanding, has transformed 
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Parsons' idea of stages into "types" of responses. Within each of these types she has 

identified responses that demonstrate more or less sophisticated art historical interpretation. 

The idea of growth from naive to sophisticated was developed by Clark and Zimmerman 

(1978) as levels of learning in relationship to the professional knowledge and skills of the 

artist, the art historian, the critic, and the aesthetician. They comment that "no systematic 

attempt has been made to establish a continuum of behaviors related to each role." For each 

of these roles they define the characteristics of each of six levels. 

This concept of naive to expert has more recently been explored by Koroscik (1990), who 

finds that constraints of knowledge and of strategies stand in the way of developing deep 

understanding of art. For purposes of assessment, she suggests, we need to identify the 

differences between naive and sophisticated understanding in order to develop a 

"directional framework" and to shed light on misconceptions novices hold about art. 

Parsons (1990) compares the novice/expert and developmental paradigms to explore the 

ways they compliment one another. He concludes that differences between children and 

adults are not only that they know less, but that they think differently, using different 

strategies. He is now interested in the exploration of which questions are appropriate to ask 

and which expert strategies are appropriate to teach at which ages. 

Gender and culture as considerations in the understanding of art 

The word "culture" is used in many ways. In this paper culture refers to what a particular 

group of people believes, knows, and does in response to living in a particular context 

(Casanova, 1987). Even within any given cultural distinction there are subtle and not so 

subtle differences. In addition, gender, language, and social class are three major 
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subcategories of any culture. Where one lives, the configuration of one's family, the school 

one attends, the place one works, and the religious or spiritual beliefs one holds also 

contribute to one's culture. 

As Casanova (1987) asserts, there are three not so obvious ways in which members of 

cultural groups differ. 

We must ... remain mindful that 1) such differences among cultural groups 

mask great individual variations within groups, 2) we know little about 

these differences, and 3) the values attached to particular behaviors or 

characteristics are not inherent in these behaviors but rather are ascribed to 

them by the social context in which they exist. 

An individual's understanding of art is initially fomled as a result of her experiences with 

making art and responding to art images at home and in the community. The nature of these 

experiences is shaped by the beliefs, values, and practices of the family and by the norms 

of the culture. For example, in Native American Northwest Coast cultures crests are owned 

by clans and their display signifies clan membership (Loeb, 1990). Their display by others 

is prohibited. The appropriation of images for use by others is prohibited. The complex 

nature of Northwest Coast design and imagery is respected, and individualistic 

interpretation of the fOimal dictates of design is not well tolerated in the traditional 

community. 

This is in contrast to the individualistic ideas of creativity that most contemporary 

mainstream art education espouses. Teachers who do not know or acknowledge the 

importance of these cultural differences risk alienating students of those cultures or of 



22 

transmitting to other students inaccurate information about the cultural and aesthetic values 

of groups from which the teacher is not an informed member. 

Non-white students whose families adhere to traditional cultural values and ways of living 

will develop understandings of art consistent within their culture. For example, Navajo 

children raised in traditional communities will learn the techniques and symbolism used in 

rug weaving, silversmithing, and pottery, as weB as ceremonies, singing, and drypainting 

(Saville-Toike, 1984). Navajo boys pride themselves on their ability to draw horses. If we 

apply D. H. Feldman's account of human development (1980) Navajo children will learn 

about aesthetic objects that are deemed impol1ant to know about within that culture. What 

they know about mainstream art in America will probably come from popular culture such 

as MTV and other television or from school art experiences. These young people's 

interpretation of popular culture will be filtered through the cultural values of home. The 

symbolism and values represented in popular culture may be at great odds with their own 

culture-based beliefs. 

Young people from less traditional homes may be more shaped by popular culture and the 

values of their parents than those young people who come from traditional homes and 

communities. Teaching young people from traditional and nontraditional Navajo families in 

a culturally sensitive manner will necessitate that the teacher of art know not only about the 

nature and significance of Navajo art forms and the way they reflect Navajo cultural values, 

but also how traditional ways of acting and learning may be at odds with Western 

expectations for young people in school (Phillips, 1983; Saville-Toike, 1984). 

These examples can be repeated for the many cultural groups represented in schools today. 

When children go to school they will experience art in ways that may be quite different 
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from those learned at home. The teacher must attempt to understand ways that experiences 

at home or in the community will affect how students encounter and respond to images 

from their own culture as well as images from other cultures. 

Gender issues in aesthetic development 

Theories of aesthetic development have been limited in not taking into account the ways that 

gender might alter the way one understands art. Several researchers have examined the 

moral and cognitive development of women in contrast to the more fully documented 

development of men. The work of women in psychology alert us to the need to account for 

gender differences in developmental schemes. Gilligan (1982) modifies Kohlberg's stages 

of moral development to reflect a different orientation. In her accounts women display an 

ongoing interest in valuing and maintaining relationships while men are concerned with 

individual achievement and pluralism. 

Feminist philosophers have warned against the unquestioned acceptance of universalist 

aesthetic theories that are based on systems derived from male models. They call for 

constructivist approaches to the creation of knowledge and meaning (Hagaman, 1990). 

Pariser and Zimmemlan (1990) have quoted from a 1977 issue of Studies in Art Education 

"that a vacuum of knowledge existed" on gender differences in art education. In the 1990 

special issue of Studies in Art Education on gender issues that they edited, Pariser and 

Zimmennan noted that few research papers on gender issues were submitted. They 

comment that "research should be extended to incorporate gender issues and also should 

deal with the question of how to educate all students to understand art in cultural, social, 

class and gender contexts" (p. 5). Helgadottir (1991) states that when it comes to issues of 
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projects. 

In an informal investigation with her art students at Lewis and Clark College, Yes (1991) 

asked design students, seventy percent of whom were female, to draw a house, a tree, a 

dog, and an artist. All students drew the artist as male. Women simply did not see 

themselves or other women as artists. Females will need to know more about the women 

artists who have been prominent throughout history and in different cultures around the 

world. 

CuUm'al issues and aesthetic development 
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There is a recurring concern among educators committed to the education of students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds about teaching a system of aesthetics that is grounded in 

Western philosophical tradition alone (Anderson, 1990; Hart, 1991). Little has been done 

to detemline whether theories of aesthetic development are applicable to members of 

cultures other than the dominant Anglo, middle-class culture of the West. 

There has been a great increase in research and reporting on multicultural issues within art 

education over the past decade. A number of contradictory rationales for and approaches to 

multicultural art education have been put forth. While writers have advocated for these 

various approaches and researched aIt education in culturally diverse settings, there is still 

limited knowledge about aesthetic development upon which to base instruction in aesthetics 

(Tomhave, 1992). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1988) stresses that when we consider aesthetic standards we need to go 

beyond the notion of an artist as an innovative and original individual and understand the 
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social, cultural, and historical contexts within which each artist creates. Hart (1991) 

reminds us that there are many artistic traditions, each with its own set of aesthetic systems. 

Eaton (1988) makes a claim that the aesthetic valuing of certain objects depends on 

particular cultural traditions. We must go to members of that particular culture to determine 

the standards that detenlline aesthetic value within that culture (Eaton, 1988). Others claim 

that only through the development of skills in critical dialoguing about art can students 

develop an appreciation for diverse cultural viewpoints while developing their own 

aesthetic standards (Boyer, 1987). 

Research questions 

I am extending theories of aesthetic development based on interviews with six participants 

of Mexican American heritage and six of Navajo heritage. I have examined the degree to 

which gender, culture, and ethnic background influence the ways these people respond to 

art images. The responses of each participant were compared to characteristics of the 

different aesthetic stances. This study sought to answer the following questions: 

I) To what extent are Parsons' stages useful in describing the 

responses of Mexican American and Navajo females and males to art 

images? 

2) Do individual participants respond differently to different images? 

3) How does gender or cultural background contribute to the 

responses of Mexican American and Navajo females and males to art 

images? 

4) How does art education or experience with art contribute to the 

responses of Mexican American and Navajo females and males to the art 

images? 



5) What differences are found between the responses of Mexican 

American participants and the responses of Navajo participants? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process. 

Every word that people use in telling their story is a 

microcosm of their consciousness.-Seidman, 1991 

Design of this study 
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The use of qualitative inquiry methods that acknowledge the value of a personal, aesthetic, 

contextual, and narrative approach to research is appropriate to the study of aesthetic 

development. Eisner (1993) has proposed that "the language of criticism in the arts, its 

descriptive, interpretive, evaluative and thematic dimensions, provides useful ways for 

rendering the meanings of educational phenomena (p. 50)." Through the cultivation of a 

highly refined perception or what Eisner calls educational connoisseurship (1991), the 

researcher can foster a deeper understanding of phenomena than is possible with 

quantitative methods. 

This study examines in depth the character and organization of several individuals' ways of 

understanding art. From data collected through in-depth phenomenological interviewing 

(Seidman, 1991) I developed portraits of these individuals that provide insight into the 

unique ways that this unique personal experience has shaped her or his responses to 

particular works of art. Seidman shares the results of his interviews through what he calls 

profiles or vignettes. Consistent with the visual and aesthetic nature of this study, I call 

these written results portraits. These case studies or portraits are not intended to be 

generalized to popUlations, but to expand or generalize theory (Yin, 1984). The purpose of 

this study is to test and extend theory about aesthetic development by gathering extensive 
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data on the ways that Mexican American and Navajo females and males respond to selected 

art images. Studies of the twelve participants, six Mexican American and six Navajo, were 

based on a series of semi-structured in-depth phenomenological interviews (Seidman, 

1991). 

Choice of participants 

One major limitation of Parsons' study (1987) lies in the fact that the subjects were 

predominantly Anglo, middle-class people from the Salt Lake City area. We do not know 

their gender mix or if differences in gender responses were accounted for in any way. 

Parsons provided little infomultion about the education or art backgrounds of the subjects. 

No practicing artists were included in the study. As a result it is not possible to verify that 

his stages of aesthetic development are broadly applicable to women and men of varying 

cultural backgrounds. 

Like Seidman (1991) I chose the teml "participants" to refer to the people I interviewed. 

This tem1 acknowledges the "active involvement that occurs in an in-depth interview and a 

sense of equity that we will try to build in our interviewing relationships" (p. 8). To begin 

the investigation of the effects of gender and culture on aesthetic development I needed to 

narrow the field for selection of participants. Because this area of investigation is in an 

early stage, the choice of participants seemed less critical than it might be in later stages of 

theory development (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1991). I based my selection on the 

predominant non-Anglo cultural groups represented in this geographic area and on my 

ability to gain access to individuals from homogeneous socio-economic groups within each 

cultural group. 
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Patton (1990) suggests that, in qualitative studies, the choice of participants should be 

"purposeful". This purposeful sampling is done to ensure "information rich" cases that will 

"illuminate the questions under study" (p. 169). One strategy for sampling is "stratified 

purposeful sampling". Here the purpose is to identify important variations, the strata, 

among selected groups. 

I interviewed a total of twelve female and male individuals from two non-Anglo cultures 

represented in this area: Navajo and Mexican American. Participants included six Mexican 

American male/female pairs and six Navajo male/female pairs for each of three age groups: 

upper elementary students, high school students, and adults. The different strata that were 

sampled, profiled, and contrasted were, then, Navajo and Mexican American; male and 

female; elementary school age, secondary school age, and adult. Within each group I tried 

to limit extreme variation of socio-economic status and, thus, the effect that factor might 

have on the individual's experience and education. 

Each age group was represented by a pair of Mexican American participants and a pair of 

Navajo participants. Navajo elementary and secondary students were selected by their art 

teachers and were interviewed at their school. Mexican American elementary students were 

selected with the assistance of art education students and interviewed at their homes. 

Mexican American secondary students were selected by their art teacher and interviewed at 

their school. Adults were recruited from the university community or from the local public 

school community. I selected participants with consideration of their cultural background, 

age group, and, to a lesser extent, their socio-economic homogeneity within their cultural 

group. Mexican American participants were middle-class residents of Tucson, Nogales, 

and Benson, while Navajo participants lived on the Navajo reservation in northeastern 

Arizona. 
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Data collection for each participant 

The primary source of data was in-depth phenomenological interviews with participants. 

Seidman points out that "at the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding 

the experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience" (p. 3). I used 

an adaptation of Parsons' (1987, pp. 18-19) data gathering procedure in which questions 

of an open-ended nature are employed in interviewing many subjects with a broad range of 

ages and experiences. It allowed me to compile a rich collection of complex responses to a 

number of art images. 

For each participant in this study, one, two, or three audiotaped interviews of about one 

hour each were conducted. Semi-structured interviews included questions designed to elicit 

in-depth responses to a selection of mt images; questions about their personal and 

educational backgrounds, in general and in art; and questions emerging from an 

examination of a variety of art images from cultures worldwide and representing a very 

broad time span. 

To provide some continuity with Parsons' research I used some of the same images he 

used. The images he reported using include: 

Goya: Lo Mismo, from the Disasters of War- 1810-20 

Renoir: Luncheon of the Boating Party - 1881 

Paul Klee: Head ofa Man - 1922 

George Bellows: Dempsey and Firpo - 1924 

Marc Chagall: La Grande Cirque - 1927 

Ivan Albright: Into the World Came a Soul Named Ida - 1930 

Pablo Picasso: Guernica - 1936 

Pablo Picasso: Weeping Woman with Hands- 1936 
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During intelViews conducted in a pilot study (1993) I came to realize that all of these 

images were of people, and five of the art images expressed some aspect of suffering and 

violence. In addition, they were all by male artists, created in a time span from 1810 to 

1936, and from a predominantly expressive aesthetic tradition. I felt that this could narrow 

the possible kinds of responses that participants might offer. Based upon this finding I 

selected alternative art images for several art images from the original set. 

I substituted a Mary Cassatt image for the Renoir image, eliminated several images, and 

added images from a broader range of both time periods and styles. The art images I used 

for both cultural groups included: 

Egyptian tomb painting: Ipuy and His Wife Receiving Offerings -1200 B.C. 

Limbourg Brothers: Haymaking ill the Month 0/ June - 1416 

Francisco Goya: Execution on the Third o/May - 1814-25 

Frederic Remington: Prospecting/or Cattle Range - 1889 

Mary Cassatt: Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat - 1894 

Paul Klee: Head 0/ a Man - 1922 

Pablo Picasso: Weeping Woman with Hands - 1936 

Elaine DeKooning: High Wall - 1987 

In addition I used three art images from artists of each cultural group being intelViewed. 

The rationale for adding these art images was to provide an opportunity to investigate 

whether or not the participants adopt a different strategy for responding to art images from 

what might be thought of as their own cultural heritage. 

For the Mexican American group I included: 

Diego Rivera: Flower Day - 1925 



Frida Kahlo: Self Portrait - 1940 

Rufino Tamayo: Figura - 1971 

32 

These images were chosen to retain the imagery of people while adding three different 

styles by well-known Mexican artists. Though husband and wife, Rivera and Kahlo 

painted in very different styles. Rivera's style might be called social realism while Kahlo's 

is a very personal style linked to surrealism. Tamayo represents the strong movement of 

contemporary Mexican abstract expressionism. 

For the Navajo group I included three images by Native American artists:: 

Helen Hardin: The Original Robes - 1982 

Unknown: Third Phase Chiefs Blanket - c. 1860 

Unknown: Ledger drawings - c. 1870 

The anonymous woman who wove the blanket was Navajo, and Helen Hardin was Tewa. 

They represent a traditional art foml and a contemporary interpretation of the symbolism 

found in Native American art in this geogrnphic area of the southwest United States. The 

ledger drawings are by a Native American survivor of the Battle of Little Big Hom who 

was creating a visual historical record of the event. 

Patton (1990) explains that "we interview people to find out from them those things we 

cannot directly observe .... We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We 

cannot observe how people have organized their world and the meanings they attach to 

what goes on in the world-we have to ask people questions about these things. The 

purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person's perspective" 
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(p. 278). I asked each participant to talk about each of the art images based on a series of 

open-ended questions. The questions were very similar to Parsons' but were rephrased and 

reordered to reflect the structure of a questioning strategy called "aesthetic scanning" 

frequently used in discipline-based art education (Broudy, 1973). The descriptors in 

parentheses refer to the category of infonnation that the question was designed to elicit. The 

general fonn of the questions also reflect Feldman's (1970) format for art criticism: 

description, analysis, interpretation, and judgment. 

Describe this painting to me. (General description) 

What is it about? Is that a good subject for a painting? (Subject 

matter) 

What do you think about the lines, shapes, colors, textures? 

(Sensory qualities) 

What do you think about the way things are organized (how things 

repeat)? (Fomlal qualities) 

Was this a difficult painting to do? What would be difficult? 

(Technical processes) 

What feelings or ideas do you see in the painting? (Expressive 

qualities) 

What does this painting "say" to you? (Interpretation) 

Is this a good painting? Why? (Judgment) 

I often probed for clarification and explanation of responses by asking "neutral" questions 

like: Can you give me an example? Can you say more about that? Where in the painting do 

you see that? I also used open-ended questions to probe participants for interpretation of 

social and cultural meaning evident to them in the images. Questions included: 



Can you tell which art images are made by women or men? Explain that to me. 

How does an artist's culture or education influence the images she or he makes? 

I questioned each participant about their previous art education and experiences with art, 

either in school or in their families or communities. I also invited participants to describe 

their cultural background and their own personal or educational experiences with art. I 

asked: 

How would you describe your cultural heritage? 

How do you think this affects how you understand art? 

Describe the kinds of art education you have had. 

What kind of art experiences do you or have you had with your family? 

How important is art to you? to your family? in your community? 
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Each participant also sorted a series of 75 images. These images were drawn from the 

broadest possible time span, geographical and cultural representation, art styles and 

mediums, and included images by women and men. This activity gave pmticipants an 

opportunity to respond to images that might be more interesting or compelling to them than 

the images I chose for the smaller sample of images. Participants placed these images into 

three piles corresponding to their most favorite and least favorite images and those about 

which they had neutral feelings. I asked each person to identify the qualities present in each 

favorite image that caused them to favor it and the qualities in each least favorite image that 

caused them to dislike it. 

Analysis 

Tapes from each interview were transcribed verbatim. From the transcribed interviews I 

developed cases or portraits for each individual participant. Responses were analyzed and 
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categorized from the transcripts. The interviews were the basic unit of analysis. Several 

data analyses were used in constructing the individual cases. The responses for each 

participant to each art image were coded and analyzed using a 2-by-2 matrix with the seven 

aesthetic stances on one axis and the categories of aesthetic properties (subject, sensory 

properties, formal properties, technical properties, expressive properties, and judgment) on 

the other axis. I used the categories on the matrix for the beginning stages of analysis. 

Miles and Hu berman (1984) recommend identifying particulars that go together and 

suggest patterns or themes and then counting the occurrences of those particulars. Three 

purposes for this counting are to "get the drift of the data; to test, support or verify 

emerging hypotheses; and to protect against investigator bias"( pp. 215-216). 

The units of analysis were a statement like "It looks just like the real thing" and the related 

set of ideas put forth by the participant. I attempted to identify how these internally related 

sets of ideas might correspond to the aesthetic stances. I coded a participant's response to 

each image on a naive to expert scale in which 1 is naive and 5 is expert. This scheme is 

based upon the structure designed by Clark and Zimmerman (1978). Comments relating to 

issues of gender, culture, education, and experience with art were also recorded. I 

attempted to identify patterns and themes of aesthetic response in each individual case based 

on a comparison of the response matrices for all the art images. I also coded and analyzed 

words and phrases from throughout the entire interview in categories relating to gender, 

culture, and art education or experience. Data from each participant was thoroughly 

analyzed and summarized. Then a case or portrait for that participant was constructed. In 

this way I was able to draw a portrait of each participant and provide myself with a tool for 

interpreting each individual case in light of the research questions. 



36 

Next I did a cross-case analysis (Merriam, 1988; Yin, 1984) contrasting portraits of the 

three Mexican American females to the portraits of the three Mexican American males. I 

compared portraits of the three Navajo females to the portraits of the three Navajo males. 

Finally I compared the portraits of the six Navajo people to the portraits of the six Mexican 

American people. Throughout the process of data analysis I used progressive focusing, 

moving reflexively through stages of description, analysis, and interpretation back to 

clarification of emerging concepts (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1991). Through the process 

of analytic induction I was able to progressively foclls on the development of theory. 



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Portraits of Mexican American females and males 

It was a time in Mexico when efforts were being made to 

create a truly Mexican art, an art that would reflect the 

national character and culture. The birth of that art ... can be 

attributed to the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and the desire 

of the artists ... to create an art that would serve the needs of 

the people.-Quirarte (1989) 

DANIELLE: A Mexican American School Girl 
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At the time of this interview, Danielle was an 11 year old girl who lived in a small 

southwestern Arizona town and attended the local public elementary school. I interviewed 

her at her home on a hot Saturday afternoon in June. She was a sparkly young lady, eager 

and open to the adventure of an interview. She has had some art at school, taught by her 

classroom teacher, and she says that "in our reading books we read about painters and they 

put a little bit of pictures in them, but not really a lot." She thought that it was more fun to 

do art than to talk about it. She has paints and likes to paint in her spare time at home. 

Danielle, her mother, her sister, and I had a long talk about their family and art. Her mother 

spoke of the fact that the boys didn't recognize that their talent with cars and graffiti was 

related to art. And she felt that they were not encouraged to pursue art in school. 



38 

Both of Danielle' s parents are second generation American born. Both came from large 

families. They don't speak Spanish at home and their children have, therefore, not been 

taught the language. Both parents speak Spanish, though. Danielle's father grew up with 

Spanish spoken in the home, but her mother's family did not. Her mother said, "We try to 

keep the holidays and the things we eat and [activities] that go on with the holidays. We try 

to keep it so they will remember, you know, have it, and what we do. But we are not, like 

traditionally, the Mexican type from Mexico." The family owns a business and Danielle's 

mother works in a dentist's office. 

Looking for the objects in images: First description 

Danielle begins her description of each image with an inventory of the people and objects in 

it. 

Okay, there are two women and three men working on a castle grounds.

Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June 

There are two people in a rowboat and they are just doing nothing. And 

there are two ducks on the lake.- Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and 

Child in a Rowboat 

This looks like a person, but not actually a real one. It could be a doll or a 

machine .... - Klee's Head of a Man 

She attempts to describe Klee's abstract image of a man in a very li teral way, as a real 

object. When confronted with Tamayo's very abstract Figura she says, "This one doesn't 

really have anything to describe." This suggests that Danielle expects art images to confonn 

to some aspect of the real world. 
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For three of the images she moved to a secondary concern for the feelings an artist might 

express in an image. In contemplating why an artist might choose to paint something in a 

way that wasn't real, she thought that Klee and Tamayo might have painted to express 

themselves or just do what they wanted to do. She thought that kind of freedom would be a 

good thing. She thought that the subject of Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands was 

that "you are going to have your worries and stuff, so! think it would be good to know." 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

When I asked Danielle to talk about the aesthetic properties of the images, she eagerly 

catalogued the kinds of lines, shapes, textures, and colors she saw. She tended to describe 

them as corresponding to the way the objects might look if we would see them for 

ourselves. She was extremely perceptive about color, indicating an understanding of color 

mixing that likely came from her own painting experiences. She recognized subtle 

differences in the way hue and value were used throughout an image. She commented on 

reflections and shadows she observed. 

She was quite unfamiliar with the ways artists employ line, shape, color, and other 

elements, then organize them to achieve an effective composition. Talking about the 

sensory and fonnal properties of the work did not seem to help her understand more about 

the meaning of the work. 

The role of technical properties in expression 

When I asked Danielle what would be hard to do in creating these images she consistently 

commented on the need to keep from "messing up." A good painting "shows lots of details 

and it's nice and neat and stuff like that." The difficult part of Cassatt's Summertime: 

Woman and Child in a Rowboat would be "doing the people and the ducks. The ducks 
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because they are facing forward and you have to look at it and .... the people, their clothes, 

their hands, the mouths." For the Egyptian tomb painting she said, "I think it would be 

very difficult to make the lines and the textures and the little details." 

She did not think Klee's Head of a Man would be hard because it is not realistic. "Probably 

all you would have to do is just make the body here in paint." Deciding on the colors would 

be the hardest part. She thought Picasso might have painted the way he did "because he 

was just starting or something." Tamayo's work would not be hard "if you have a weird 

imagination." Danielle's views on the nature of the .utist's technical abilities are consistent 

with those who hold a realist's stance. It is a somewhat naive version, though, because she 

does not particultu'ly discriminate between the stylized realism of the Egyptian and Medieval 

images and the detailed, nearly photographic realism of Remington. 

Interpretation: Meaning in the objects and the mOl'al lessons 

When Danielle was looking for meaning in an image she looked first to the expressions on 

the faces of people. She did not expect there to be a significant message in the images. The 

people in Haymaking ill the Month of June were "tired from working all day." She 

embroidered a kind of story about the two cowboys in Remington's Prospecting for Cattle 

Range. She said, "It looks like they were having fun until they got over here and are all 

tired from riding and want to take a break or something." She talked about how much fun it 

would be for her to go riding. When she discovered horses and other animals in High Wall 

she said, "I feel happy because they are free. Just free and happy. Because they are just 

running wild. And they are alone with other animals." 

There is a secondary interpretation that Danielle made for eight of the eleven images. She 

searched for an instrumental purpose for each image. "It's good for people to relax. Like 
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they look at it (Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat) and say 'Maybe I should do 

this' and relax." The moral of Rivera's Flower Day is "to be kind." In the Egyptian tomb 

painting she sees a lesson "not to be too greedy or stuff. I would learn that back then they 

didn't have regular shoes or clothes that we have now. Or presents that you would give 

would be like probably useful things, not like just toys and stuff." 

Danielle thought Goya's Execution on the Third of May had both good and bad points. It 

was bad because she didn't think it should "show like really violent." But it was good to 

show what people "went through back then." Again, in Remington's Prospecting for Cattle 

Range she thought it might be "to maybe show back then, like the Western times, what 

they had to do." Danielle was looking for good reasons for artists to choose the subjects 

they do, beyond art for art's sake. 

Judgment is based on an artist's skill and patience 

Danielle thought that art was good if "it shows a lot of details and it's nice and neat and 

stuff like that." Colors must be good, too. Cassatt's Summertime: Woman alld Child ill a 

Rowboat is good because "they used different colors and lots of details that they put in it. 

Like the shadows, the reflections." Of High Wall she said, "First you say this picture 

doesn't really look like anything, then you look at it and there is lots you can find in it." 

It's more difficult to decide about the more abstract work. It was "weird." However, 

sometimes artists should be able to just do what they feel like, what is fun. About the Klee, 

Picasso, and Tamayo, Danielle found it hard to justify her belief that these are good works 

of art. 
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Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Danielle wasn't sure that there were real clues to identifying art by Mexican artists. When I 

asked her to choose those images that might have been done by Mexicans she did pick the 

Kahlo and the Rivera. In her first response to the Goya she thought it might have been "a 

Mexican picture because of the way these people look. They look like I look." That was her 

main strategy for identifying the Rivera and Kahlo also. 

I asked her mother if they attended church where she might have become familiar with the 

image of Christ with a crown of thorns. She had compared the thorns around Kahlo's neck 

with Christ's crown. Her mother thought that image probably came more from the gang 

culture where T-shirts with that image are prominent. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Danielle thought that men and women might be interested in making different kinds of art. 

"Women would like things to be peaceful and relaxed. Women kind of like horses and 

maybe they wanted to do something or to be free," she speculated. "I don't know. It's just 

that I have a feeling." 

What Danielle's case reveals about her aesthetic development 

Danielle still held a naive view of art. She combined a predominantly realistic stance with a 

search for an instrumental view of art's purpose. She had not spent any time consciously 

thinking about art in terms of gender and culture, but had some feelings about the influence 

of those things on art. She seemed to like looking at and talking about art. She was very 

perceptive, but had few opportunities to develop her ability to use the language of art, to 

learn about art of different times and places, and to reflect on its meanings. 
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PENELOPE: A Mexican American High School Girl 

At the time I interviewed her, Penelope was a 15 year old high school sophomore attending 

a private secondary school on scholarship. Her father is a teacher in a large urban school 

district. Her mother originally came from Mexico and is related to Benito Juarez, former 

president of Mexico. She reported that her family has Spanish blood. She described herself 

this way: 

I see myself as a person who has to deal, has to work harder to prove 

myself to other people because they say, "Well, she's Hispanic and she 

might not do as well as someone who comes from another background." I 

have to take pride in who I am and r have to show people that I'm not afraid 

to show people who I am. You know, I accept it in that, if you are not 

going to like me for the color of my skin, then you're going to have to 

accept that I'm not going to like you because of that. It's kind of hard 

because I have ... 1 don't know how to say this, but I could have two things 

going for me and two things going against me. I'm female and from a 

different culture and also r have that going for me because colleges are 

looking for more women from different cultural backgrounds, so I have that 

going for me and against me. And so, in the future, when I go to look for a 

job they might think I might not be good enough to do the job since I'm 

Hispanic and a woman. 

Well, in my family we're just, by both of our parents, taught to treat 

everyone equal because, if you want to be treated kindly, you have to treat 

people kindly and at the same time take pride in who you are, don't be 

ashamed of what color you are and who you are, you stand up to who you 



are and people don't like you for that, they will have to live with that same 

as you. And the rest of your life you will have to live with some people who 

look down on you, but you have to accept that. You know, the world 

shouldn't be like that and I believe that we shouldn't have to be teaching our 

kids like that. We should be saying, "You can play with anyone you want. 

We're all equals. We all have the same, we're all from the same people, 

Adam and Eve. So we're equal." But people don't accept to see it that way. 
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Penelope had taken art in elementary school and each year since seventh grade. Her art 

experiences were mostly in making art, but her high school art teacher incorporated art 

history studies into her courses as well. Penelope had also received a scholarship to the 

Historical Museum and preferred to look at the paintings there for information about "how 

people felt back in that time" rather than look at the "things that are made in history." 

Penelope was a sensitive and intense young woman who exhibited a keen interest in 

examining the images and thoughtfully responding to them. 

Looking for the emotions in images: First description 

When I asked Penelope to describe each of the eleven images, her first response to each of 

seven images was in temlS of the emotional content. 

She's in pain, but her face doesn't express it.-Kahlo's Self Portrait 

It's very abstract, trying to show the way the person is feeling to the person 

who is looking at it.-Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 



45 

In these two images of suffering women, Penelope describes the way that the inner life of 

the subject is revealed in the image. Penelope sees Goya's Execution on the Third of May 

as standing for the more painful of human conditions. She does not know that this image 

represents actual events, but extracts the more general emotion from the image. Her 

interpretation is limited to her response to the feeling tone of the image. "It might resemble 

loneliness. It's about people who are trying to survive." 

Some of the images suggest a lighter, simpler, happier side of life to Penelope and she 

finds pleasure in examining them. 

This person is not so tense or straight, kind of off balance and they like 

it.-Klee's Head of a Man 

It resembles kind of a simple way of life, a routine way of life. You go to 

do your duties and on the way you stop to talk to people, simple, a happy 

person, honest, humble.-Rivera's Flower Day 

It's two girls and they are just trying to enjoy themselves on a hot summer 

day.-Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

This consistent approach to describing the work indicates that Penelope was using an 

expressionist stance in her responses. While the images were painted in styles ranging from 

realistic to abstract, she was still able to use her expressionist stance effectively to describe 

the images. 
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Several images caused her difficulty in description. Tamayo's Figura was one of these. 

Clearly, Penelope did not find the image interesting. Figura was so abstract that she had 

difficulty finding its content. She searched for a subject and pronounced it "very original, 

like a Picasso." When I asked her to rank the ten images in order of preference, this image 

was her least favorite. The Egyptian tomb painting, Haymaking in the Month of June, and 

Prospecting for Cattle Range did not evoke any feelings from Penelope. Her comment 

about Haymaking in the Month of June was typical. She said, "It looks like a scene from 

ordinary life. It is kind of like photographs. It gives us memories and stuff." When the 

expressive content of the image was not readily apparent, Penelope had difficulty 

interpreting the meaning of the work. 

What counts as good subject matter for Penelope was that which allows the artist to express 

his or her feelings. She was not always sure whether the feelings are those of the artist or 

of the subject, but she did believe that it was important for the artist to communicate 

emotion to the viewer. 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

As Penelope continued to answer my questions about these images she consistently 

described the line, shape, color, or texture of the image in terms of its contributions to the 

expressiveness of the work. In Klee's Head of a Man she spoke of the bright colors as 

being "happy, vivacious, full of energy," reminding her of teenagers. Without prompting 

she was not able to see that these happy colors were in any way purposefully organized. 

In the Goya she spoke of the repetition of the feet, the backpacks, and the swords of the 

soldiers as a generalization that criminals are all the same. By contrast the victims of the 

execution were shown as individuals. In the Picasso she thought of the very complex 



shapes and textures as representing confusion and the black and white as "standing for 

lonely, depressed." 
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For the Rivera she spoke of the simplicity, the lack of detail, the simple shapes and colors, 

and the balance as contributing to the happiness achieved by the simple life. Penelope has 

not yet developed the ability to fully recognize the ways that an artist uses the aesthetic 

properties to create an expressive image. She has a basic understanding of the vocabulary 

of art, but stilI has not become fluent in using that vocabulary when responding to images. 

The role of technical properties in expression 

Penelope had difficulty talking about the technical aspects of the artists' work. She said of 

Kahlo that "you can't express it with words, but with a painting you feel it with the brush." 

She acknowledges that Kahlo had done so many paintings of herself that the practice and 

experience made it easier for her to paint successfully. She said that artists must "show an 

interest in painting and know what they are doing." If an artist is interested in what he or 

she is doing, then it is not so difficult. 

She said that an artist should not take just one view and do the same thing over and over, 

indicating that originality and variety are important qualities for an artist to exhibit. She 

mentioned several times that the most difficult technical part for an artist is the development 

of a unique style. While she acknowledged that there would be difficulty in painting more 

realistic content she said, "[Painting everyday life] is probably easier to do, because you 

can just look around and see, instead of finding an image in your head." These comments 

support an expressive stance in which creativity, originality, and depth of feeling are 

important qualities for the artist to have. 



Expression as the interpretation of meaning 

For each of eight images Penelope made more responses about the expressive quality or 

meaning of the work than any other category of question. Often she would repeat and 

elaborate on her initial description of the image. Her discussion of Picasso's Weeping 

Woman with Hands serves as an example. 

You can tell she is crying, but can you see how it is showing on the inside? 

She might be crying on the inside and on the outside and really she wants to 

cry and doesn't at the same time. She might be afraid or really scared and, 

maybe, if there was a face over it (the white center area) she might be 

smiling to hide the fear inside. You can see that these are real tears in that 

they are tears that the person cries and Picasso is trying to show some 

emotion, so her teeth are chattering. Maybe she is cold, maybe she is frozen 

in shame and also frozen with terror or .... But on the outside she is trying to 

be like a normal person. 

Of Rivera's Flower Day she said: 

I guess you could say in our life there are lots of difficult things and to be 

happy is kind of like your goal or your destination in life. So he's reached 

his goal in being happy. There's life, and there's death, and between that 

you want to be happy and he's reached that. I get a sense of happiness. 

There are certain people who live a humble life and are happy with that and 

that's nice because there are lots of people who are selfish and greedy and 

don't find life as intriguing as these people do. 

48 



Judgment is a personal matter 

For an individual holding an expressionist stance, judgment is personal. One cannot say 

what the value of an image may be for others. For oneself it is based on the quality of the 

felt experience the ability of the artist to move the viewer. Penelope shares this view with 

other expressionists. When asked if this was a good image her responses were: 

Yes, because it's not without feeling or emotion. It's got some kind of 

depth to it.-Kahlo's Self Portrait 

I think it's a good painting because there are all different styles of art and I 

like to not see the same things repeated over and over again. [I] think it's 

good because the person has a different kind of style or uniqueness to it.

Tamayo's Figura 
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Penelope stresses the value of originality and depth of feeling, as well as the importance of 

expressing something significant about human experience. 

CultUl'e as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Penelope made several direct and specific comments about the part culture might play in the 

way she views art. When I asked if her background might cause her to see art differently, 

she said, "In my culture YOll see more suffering. Which is not to say there isn't suffering in 

other cultures. It's true, there is, but we may have had it harder than other people. We also 

may hide it at the same time." In her responses to Kahlo's Self Portrait, Weeping Woman 

with Hands, and Execution on the Third of May she did show great empathy for the 

evident suffering of the people. In both the Kahlo and Weeping Woman with Hands she 

referred to the inner suffering that may be hidden inside. Of Kahlo's Self Portrait she 



says," ... here the blood is dripping Ollt and the branches are poking into her, but her face 

doesn't show any emotion or fear." She admires this inner strength. Of Weeping Woman 

with Hands she says again, "These colors are a little more vivid so on the outside the 

person is trying to show happiness, and on the inside they are white with fear .... Maybe 

she is frozen in shame, and also frozen with terror ... " 

When I asked her to identify those images by Mexican artists she recognized Frida Kahlo 

and Diego Rivera. She had read abollt them and was familiar with their art and lives. She 

commented, "You can see her cultural background. She was married to an artist, Diego 

Rivera, and ... she is not afraid to show her skin color and her suffering and pain." While 

she was able to see the reverence for the simple, humble life in Rivera's FlolVer Day, she 

did not make direct reference to that as a cultural theme. 

so 

She did not know, nor could she identify, the art of Rufino Tamayo. Although she did not 

recognize any relationship between the art of Spanish artists Francisco Goya and Pablo 

Picasso and the Mexican artists, she did draw parallels between her concept of Mexican 

suffering and the themes of Goya and Picasso. Of Execlltioll 011 the Third of May she said, 

"It's a good generalization of what kind of world it is today. Because people judge people 

and they are very prejudiced towru'd people and so they just ei ther insul t them or kill them." 

Here she projects her feelings that there are people who think less of her because she is 

Mexican American. 

She went on to say that "a person with a different lifestyle, like a really rich person, given 

everything they want, may see something else." She does not have the art history 

knowledge or knowledge of Spanish and Mexican history and culture necessary to know 

the art historical contexts and the standard interpretations of these works that have been 



made by art critics and historians. Yet, her intuitive interpretations foreshadow those 

expert interpretations. 
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When Penelope ranked the ten images in terms of preference, she placed Picasso's 

Weeping Woman with Hands first, followed in order by Kahlo's Self Portrait, and Goya's 

Execution on the Third of May. Each of these is an image of human suffering and pain. 

This theme is one that Penelope feels is related to her culture as she understands and 

experiences it. 

When Penelope examined the l:,TJ'OUp of7S images, she selected 18 that were her favorites. 

Of this group, five were by contemporary African-American or African artists, fOllr were 

by Impressionists, none were by Mexican American or Mexican artists. Six of the 18 were 

by women. The subject matter was predominantly landscapes, people, and abstracts. Her 

reasons for selecting these were that they were representative of different styles. She 

seemed to be responding more to the surface qualities of the images, simple shapes, soft 

colors, or beautiful lines. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

When I asked Penelope which of the images were by women she recognized the image by 

Frida Kahlo. She also identified Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child ill a Rowboat as 

by a woman, saying, "It's like a stereotype that a woman is softer and so, in here, the soft 

colors and the variety and it's more of a happy kind of thing. I personally think more 

women are happier than men." 

Subject matter was not a reliable source for deciding whether the artist was male or female. 

Penelope was not always clear about whether the artist was expressing ideas or feelings 



through the choice of subjects or whether the feelings or ideas were found in the subject 

and merely represented by the artist. 
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"Everyone feels somewhat, at one point or another, but men who are macho tend not to 

show it," she said about Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands. Penelope understood the 

macho behavior as a characteristic of her Mexican cultural background, but rejected that 

behavior as a result of her personal family history. She deplored the male/female 

stereotypes and said, "The female has to become more of a bold person." 

What Penelope's ('nse reveals about her aesthetic development 

Penelope's responses to art reveal that she used an expressionist stance that is defined by 

Parsons' stage three: expressiveness. When she ordered the eleven images, her most 

favorite were those that were the most expressive in subject and style. The theme of these 

favorite images was one of pain, sorrow, and suffeIing. Penelope saw this theme as being 

important to Mexican culture. 

When looking at images from a runge of styles from realistic to abstract she altered her 

predominant stance only when looking at images that could be characterized as portraying a 

moment from everyday life. When the image did not have readily apparent expressive 

content, Penelope had difficulty responding. She held the view that artists should strive for 

oIiginality, creativity, and depth of feeling. This is a view that is very prevalent in the 

Western art world of the 20th century and in AmeIican art education. 

While her art education and her membership in mainstream American culture may be the 

source of Penelope's approach to the images, an alternative explanation might be found in 



her own sense that Mexican people have a greater sense of suffering, experiencing brreat 

emotion. "In my culture you see more suffering," she said. 
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As a woman she used a more subjective approach than the male participants, who described 

most images in objective ways, naming the objects found in the image and seeking in the 

image a "story" to be told, rather than an emotion to be expressed. This is consistent with 

the research of Gilligan (1982) and Belenky (1986). 

Penelope had some art experiences in her elementary classroom and had had art from an art 

teacher since 7th grade. She had also visited the historical museum where she preferred to 

look at the art, rather than the historical artifacts. Penelope is interested in art and was 

learning some art history in her high school art class. These personal and educational 

experiences with art have given her some ability to look at and talk abollt art. She knew the 

basic art vocabulary and could apply it to the images I presented to her. Her responses 

indicated that she was well beyond the naive level, moving toward a more sophisticated 

understanding. Though she was able to accurately interpret the images based on the image 

itself, her limited knowledge of art history also limited her ability to relate the images to the 

larger cultural and art world context in which the work was created. Her interest in art may 

prompt her to continue to learn more about art. 

MARIA: A former art student 

Maria teaches higher order thinking skills to Chapter I students in a bilingual school. She is 

married to a retired doctor and has two grown children. As we began to look at the images 

and she talked about them, I began to realize that she had a deep understanding of art. She 

grew up in Mexico City as one of nine children. Her father was a physician and at one time 

all five brothers were attending medical school. Although this was a financial burden for 
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the family, her mother always painted the rooms of their home and reupholstered furniture 

to keep things fresh and attractive. 

When I came here to the university I came to study interior design and it 

was connected to home economics and they had requirements I didn't like

cooking-so I dropped out and moved to fine arts. It wasn't like I had 

studied art. This was my first exposure to art. I didn't have it in Mexico 

because I wasn't inclined to that. 

My interest got awakened one time because I had a friend who grew up in 

San Diego, was very well educated, and had traveled. She was the 

granddaughter of a fOlmer president of Mexico who was expatriated. I was 

friends with one of her children and the child asked me to help with one of 

his drawings. She was watching and she asked, "Why don't you paint?" I 

said I didn't know much about painting. She bought me the stuff and lent 

me the books, abollt Van Gogh. I started copying the paintings and I could 

do it very quickly, copy the techniques. I love Van Gogh. I get very excited 

by the colors and the brush strokes. 

As Maria responded to the various images she also talked about the ones that she had seen 

as originals when she was a young woman in Mexico City and during travels to Europe. 

She had a great deal to say about each of the images. 



Looking for the meaning in images: First description 

When Maria looked at the eleven art images, her first descriptions indicated that she uses 

several aesthetic stances in responding. First, she looked for symbolic meaning that 

indicates a more sophisticated use of an expressionist stance. 

It's a very symbolic painting from the Indians .... Tied to the culture in 

which the corn plant was very important to the lives .... He was trying to 

depict the life or values of the indigenous people of Mexico.-Rivera's 

Flower Day 

It is a gruesome subject, but it is not a gruesome picture. I think that 

symbolism in painting is very important. When the painter chooses his 

subject, it is not only the subject, but the symbolism that is behind it [that] 

makes it endure through decades and decades.-Goya's Execlltioll all the 

Third of May 

I never liked her (Frida Kahlo). I think she wallowed in self pity and her 

paintings reflect only that, the pain and the symbolism. It goes beyond, like 

putting Christ's thorns on herself and making herself look like Christ, 

martyred. It's too representative. It doesn't awake feelings in me.-Kahlo's 

Self Portrait 

Another stance Maria used is a fomlalist one in which she attended to the style and foml, 

recognizing that she was looking for characteristics of particular artists' style and art 

periods. 
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It's Cubist, isn't it'! Related. He partitioned everything and put his subject 

on top of it ... almost like a grid. It conveys a happy feeling. Even this, it's 

the symbolism.-Klee's Head 0/ a Man 

I know it's the style, but it sort of portrays that we have two different sides, 

one seems to be happier than the other.-Picasso's Weeping Woman with 

Hands 

This is one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen. I love the 

Impressionists and the way that she plays with color, I think it's terrific. It's 

very peaceful. I could even say it's mother and child, but I don't really 

know.-Cassett's Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

I think it's pretty good. And it's kind of intriguing to me because I can't 

quite make out what it is. It could be anything. It's left to the interpretation 

of the viewer. What makes the painting for me [is] the textures that he uses, 

the blues, and orange.-Tamayo's Figura 

Maria easily recognized historical art styles and periods. She identified the Egyptian tomb 

painting as describing a "moment in time and [that] it wasn't intended as art per se." She 

felt that Remington's Prospecting/or Cattle Range is good "because it depicts real life in 

the western states ... how people used to live, how they made a living .... " Maria 

demonstrated the ability and confidence to use several aesthetic stances, choosing a stance 

that was appropriate to the image she was viewing. 
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Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

Maria had a great deal to say about the aesthetic properties of the images. She was able to 

elaborate and make judgments about the artist's use of design elements and composition. 

"Actually, it's a little too balanced for a good painting," she said of Rivera's Flower Day. 

"It's very symmetrical. He chose the symmetrical design to emphasize the growth in the 

middle. He not only balanced the weight of the figures, but also the weight of the colors. 

Now, if you look at the figures at the bottom, they are similar, but not the same. If he 

hadn't put these people in the back, there would have been empty space in back. It gave a 

lot of depth to the painting which would otherwise have been so flat." She thoroughly 

analyzed the aesthetic properties in the context of their contribution to the symbolism of the 

image. 

When describing Goya's Execution on the Third of May she said, "It is very powerful 

because of the colors he chose, dark and light, and the only one that has more than grays or 

browns is the one that is going to be executed, who has that yellow ochre color. It has very 

powerful movement in the line. The way he has positioned the soldiers and then the rifles 

pointing out at this angle. He gives this more complicated composition because of the many 

subjects he gets into the pictlll'e. I think that this is one of the most complicated pictures I 

have seen. Everything has volume. He doesn't leave anything flat." 

She used the same kind of analysis when talking about an abstract image, Tamayo's 

Figura. "I think it is harder to get away with something like this than a representative 

painting." Speaking of the lines, colors, textures, shapes she says, "That is precisely what 

makes this painting to me. The texture that he uses .... He puts texture on the orange to 

bring it out and incorporated the blue into the figure to bring it out here. The texture brings 

it out. He used lines to help with the balance. He has created shapes with the line, which is 
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so distinctive .. '! was thinking more of positive and negative space, not so much the shape. 

He has repeated [elements] in a regular way ... but he varies the sizes of the shapes, the line, 

the colors and that's what makes it interesting, keeps you involved with the painting." 

Maria has acquired the vocabulary of art and used it effectively in speaking about the 

particular images I presented to her. Her ability to talk about the aesthetic properties of the 

work began with her art courses at the university. Through her continuing interest in art, 

collecting it, reading about it, and visiting museums, Maria has remained fluent in the 

language of art. 

The role of technical properties in expression 

Consistent with her knowledge of the aesthetic properties of Ult, Maria had a well 

developed understanding of the technical aspects of art. Having experienced personally the 

process of making art, she was able to determine what the challenges of the artist might be 

in creating each image. She understood the artist's search for inspiration as well as the 

process of developing a personal style. She spoke of the difficulty of transfomling an idea 

into a successful composition, one that conveys the artist's intended message. She valued 

the technical skills of artists who choose to create realistic images as well as those of artists 

who choose to use more abstract styles. 

When she talked about Klee's Head of a Man she said, "There is not much to a subject. So, 

what is amazing to me is that ... he would have to be very skilled to do this, [so it] would 

convey happiness when there are no features in the face. I understand how all these 

painters were capable of painting beautiful, realistic paintings. You had to be a very good 

realistic painter before you could do this. So he chose this because it was the way people 

were painting at the time." 



When she talked about Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands she said, "More than 

difficult would be the creation-how to incorporate all these shapes to ... convey the idea 

you want to create." 
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Of Haymaking in the Month of June she said, " I think it was more time consuming than 

difficult." She contrasted that to the Remington saying that" it must have been a really 

difficult painting to do .... You must observe the horses very much in order to paint them so 

well." Maria showed an understanding of the artist's need to generate original ideas and 

master technical skills. This deep understanding of how the artist creates an expressive 

image through the selective choice of form and style can usually come from direct and 

reflective experience with the problems of artistic creation. 

Where meaning is found in images 

When Maria responded to my questions about the expressive propel1ies, the ideas, and 

feelings she found in the images, her responses reflected several different stances. 

Maria had a strong positive response to Goya's realistic portrayal of the Execution of the 

Third of May. She interpreted this image as expressing horror and the suffering of the 

people. She compared the event recorded here to the experience of many groups of people 

such as the Indians in Guatemala and the Jews. She went on to say that "When an artist 

chooses his subject, it is not only the subject, but the symbolism that is behind it that makes 

it endure." She was able to appreciate the mastery of the artist in his ability to represent 

"some specific event in Spain" using an imitationalist stance, but also finds beauty in the 

significance of what the painting has to say about human experience, an expressionist 

stance. 
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She said of Klee's abstract Head of a Man that it conveys happiness even though there is 

"no expression in the eyes." She attributed the happy feeling as being the result, in part, of 

Klee's choice of colors and shapes. Here she echoed the formalist stance in which 

expression occurs through form without depending on subject matter. She also used the 

formalist approach for Tamayo's Figura. 

When speaking of Rivera's Flower Day she emphasized the importance of the cultural 

statement that the artist was making. This corresponds to an instrumental stance since she 

was suggesting that his style is a result of his desire to express something significant about 

the social and political issues in Mexican culture in the 1930s. "Instead of saying something 

like 'I'm going to paint something beautiful,' like [the French] or other popular painters of 

the time (and he had studied in France) ... he chose the heart of Mexico to illustrate that our 

people, the Indians, are beautiful and could make beautiful things. The feeling is one of 

... reverence to life. Life is so great. Women are really prominent because they are givers of 

life." 

She contrasted this to the very personal style of Rivera's wife, Frida Kahlo, which she 

described as reflecting only Kahlo's self-pity. This focus on the purely personal experience 

held no appeal for Maria. She had seen Kahlo's paintings in Mexico and knows they are 

currently very highly acclaimed in the art world. But she felt free to question this acclaim. 

She said that after finding her personal style Kahlo "didn't explore anymore." Here Maria 

is using the pluralist level of response. 

In fact, Maria showed pluralism in her response to each of the images, focusing accurately 

in each case on the aspects of that image from which the meaning of the image emanates. 
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She used more than one stance in discussing five of the images and used five of the seven 

stances throughout the three interviews. 

Judgment is both personal and knowledgeable 

Maria used several different criteria for evaluating each image. These criteria reflect the 

aesthetic stance appropriate to the nature of the image she is discussing. While she 

recognized that the images I was showing her were judged important by art experts and 

could identify the reasons upon which these judgments were made, she felt free to make 

her own interpretations and judgments about each image. This was another indication that 

she was using the stage Parsons called pluralism. 

"When you go to a museum and you see a powerful painting? I think it's one of those that 

you could go back to and ... every time you'll find something new." Of Rivera's Flower 

Day Maria said, "I had never really sat down to analyze this painting. So, it's amazing to 

me how, when you look at it all, how powerful it is, the details, how involved it is." Maria 

acknowledged the importance of carefully attending to and analyzing the aesthetic 

properties of the image as essential to understanding and appreciating it. And she moved 

beyond the aesthetic properties to the imp0l1ance of the image in temlS of its symbolism 

and cultural statement. When asked if this was a good image her responses were varied. 

Goya's Execution on the Third a/May was deemed important and "a powerful painting" 

because of its "brilliant, complicated composition" and its synlbolism. Weeping Woman 

with Hands was "very effective ... a very good painting" because of the foml and style as 

well as its expressive properties. Figura is "pretty good" because of the fomml qualities of 

the work that create its visual appeal. "This is one of the most beautiful things I have ever 



seen." Maria commented on Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat in 

responding to the surface qualities, the color, the brush strokes of this image. 

Maria was able to examine the images from a variety of viewpoints and balance the 

judgments of experts with her own views. 

Culture as an aspect of Mar'ia's aesthetic response 
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Another viewpoint from which Mm'ia examined art is through the lens of culture. She 

recognized the three Mexican artists. She had no trouble identifying cultural symbolism in 

two of the three images. 

(Flower Day] is a very symbolic painting from the Indians. In hieroglyphics 

and paintings in Mexico you can see the corn plant. This is a tree of life to 

them. This baby here has got a lot of symbolism for Mexicans. Women are 

really prominent because they are givers of life. 

Of Kahlo's Self Portrait she commented, "I never liked her. I'm a person who ... cannot get 

overly excited about things. I could, but I don't let myself. Her paintings reflect only (pain 

and self-pity]. Putting Christ's thorns on herself and making herself look like Christ, 

martyred." She recognized the flowers and insects in the image as the kinds that came out 

in the spring and that she played with when she was a child. She did not identify any 

cultural content in Tamayo's abstract art. 

She became familiar with the work of these Mexican artists as a child growing up in 

Mexico City. But Maria has always preferred the Impressionists and Post Impressionists, 

and Van Gogh in particular, based on her early introduction to this art by a family friend. 
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She said, "I don't think that in art there are any cultural bindings .... My favorite is Van 

Gogh." The kinds of personal experiences Maria has had with art have as much influence 

on her preferences as does her cultural heritage. 

As an art student at the university she experienced a kind of discrimination in her painting 

classes. "The teacher kept telling me that I was trying to copy one of the Mexican painters. 

I can't remember which one. But my experience was far away from being influenced by 

any Mexican painter and there was that connection made at the university here and I could 

never get a good grade in painting." 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Maria thought that "subjects are pretty much universal from men to women, except one of 

the exceptions would be Frida Kahlo, because her experience ... could only be had by a 

woman." But she went on to reflect that "the execution would be mostly a male 

experience .... Yes, I think men tend to portray more violence in their paintings than women 

do." 

Because Maria was familiar with nearly all of the artists, she was able to identify those 

images by women with no difficulty. As a result, recognition was not based on the content 

of the images. She did have gender-related comments about three of the images. In Flower 

Day she commented on the symbolism of the baby in the image. She said, "Women are 

really prominent because they are givers of life." She acknowledged that Kahlo painted her 

experience as a woman, even though Maria rejected Kahlo's self-pity. 
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What Maria's case reveals about her aesthetic development 

Maria grew up in an environment where attractive surroundings were important. Through a 

family friend she became acquainted with the Impressionists and grew to love and recreate 

their work. Later she majored in art at the university before transferring to education. She 

visited museums as a young person in Mexico and has traveled to Europe, visiting 

museums there. She has had many opportunities to look at, talk about, and think about art 

images from a wide variety of art traditions. As a result, Maria is able to use multiple 

stances for responding to art images. 

Maria used her knowledge of art history and art making in her analysis of images. Her 

analysis focused on the visual properties of the image first, then related her own responses 

to what she knows of the artist, the style, the culture, and the art world in which the art was 

created. She has a well-developed art vocabulary and used it effectively in talking about art. 

Maria had a personal preference for Impressionist work, but that did not limit her ability to 

appreciate other kinds of art for their special aesthetic qualities. Her understanding of the 

culture in which Rivera and Kahlo painted made her interpretations of these works more 

well developed and culturally based. She was able to identify the cultural symbolism of 

these images. Her cultural background also accounts for her ability to connect Goya's 

Execlltion on the Third of May to events occurring in Latin America and South America at 

the present time. 

As an art student she experienced the discrimination of her teachers who felt she was 

imitating the style of Mexican painters. She was expected to find her own style, which was 

probably one that confomled to the styles preferred by the teacher. 



Her views of art are also affected by her gender. Although she initially thought there was 

no difference in the subjects women and men would choose to represent in their art, she 

quickly realized that the artist's experiences as woman or man can shape their choices. 
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Maria has a quite highly developed ability to appreciate art images from diverse traditions. 

She has gained this ability as a result of her personal experience as well as her university 

studies. She responds at a nearly expert level when talking about art. 

GILBERT: A Mexican American School Boy 

Gilbert was a very quiet 11 year old boy from a small town on the Mexican border. He was 

about to begin the 6th grade. He was a very nervous and shy boy, but anxious to please. 

He was introduced to me by his aunt who was a student in my art methods class. I 

interviewed him in the art education office at the university. 

He told me that ut his school they have art on Fridays. Fridays are Fun Fridays with the 

day given over to art and physical education from 10 a.m. on. In art he said, "We have to 

color things and make things." 

His mother draws and paints and he would like to be able to draw more realistically. 

Gilbert explained that his was a Catholic family and most of the pictures at home were of 

saints and the Virgin Mary. His aunt had taken him to the mt museum at the university. 

"Some of it is interesting," he said of the art he has seen. 

Looking for the story in images: First description 

Gilbert chose Goya's Execution on the Third of May for his first image. He said, "They are 

trying to kill the man and there are some dead already and all these men are scared and one 
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is lying over there .... And the soldiers' guns are pointing at the guy over there." Next he 

described Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands as "a person with a mask on ... a king or 

a queen ... very colorful." Then he said, "There's cowboys (in the Remington) looking for 

Indians or hunting. There are a lot of trees. It looks like some of them are burnt." For each 

of these, and all the other images, Gilbert tried to find a story, a literal meaning, in the 

image, even in the most abstract art. He sometimes tried to relate this to his own personal 

interests. When looking at the Remington, he told me that his family goes horseback riding 

on a ranch across the border and has a horse with a twisted leg that is getting better. He 

tried to connect what he sees in art to what he experiences and enjoys in real life. 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

At the outset of the interview Gilbert had very little art vocabulary. Throughout the course 

of the interview he was increasingly able to incorporate rudimentary vocabulary. As I 

prompted him and gave examples of line, shape, texture, repetition, and symmetry he 

began to apply the ternlS to properties he saw in the images. 

Though he got more proficient at identifying and discussing the sensory and formal 

properties of the images, this did not help him to understand the images or derive more 

meaning from them. 

The role of technical properties in expression 

Gilbert thought that an artist "needs to get the colors right so they are like real." This is hard 

to do. An artist needs a lot of practice to do well. This was his predominant view of the 

artist's task, to have the technical skill and patience to make art look real. For the more 

abstract images like Klee's Head of a Man and Tamayo's Figura he thought that picking the 

right shapes and colors and fitting them all together would be very difficult. 
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Interpretation is difficult 

In general Gilbert had difficulty going beyond a very literal and limited interpretation. He 

did not see any feelings or ideas expressed in the images except where he could "read" 

sadness or anger in the faces. When I asked him why an artist might create images he 

seemed confused to think that there might be a specific reason. Because he has had little 

opportunity to study art he does not identify images as being from or representing particular 

time periods or styles. He thought that four images were about Indians: Remington's 

Prospecting/or Cattle Range, Rivera's Flower Day, Tamayo's Figura, and the Egyptian 

tomb painting. 

Judgment is a personal matter 

For Gilbert a good work of art was one that he liked because it was interesting, colorful, 

and, sometimes, beautiful. What often made the image interesting was the colors. He 

especially liked those images that showed action or the possibility of adventure. Of the 

Remington he said, "You can get a look at how it used to be." 

Gilbert most preferred those images that he responded to using a realist stance. His favorite 

images were the Goya, the Remington, and the Kahlo. His least favorite were those images 

for which he used a fonnalist stance: the Picasso, the Limbourg, the Cassatt, and the 

Rivera. This indicates that he was most comfortable when he felt that he understood the 

"story" that explained the image. 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

When I asked Gilbert to choose those images he thought were done by Mexican artists his 

only choice was the Goya, his favorite image. On the other hand, he thought that four 

images were about Indians (the Rivera, the Tamayo, the Egyptian tomb painting, and the 
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DeKooning) though he couldn't tell me why he thought that. The only other cultural 

reference that Gilbert made was to the religious theme he detected in Kahlo's Self Portrait. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic ,'esponse 

Gilbert correctly identified the Kahlo and the Cassatt as having been painted by women. He 

also thought that Weeping Woman with Hands, Haymaking in the Month of June, and the 

Egyptian tomb painting were done by women. He said that "a man would like to draw 

different things (than those represented in his choices). Women would like to paint more 

lovely things." 

What Gilbert's case reveals about his aesthetic development 

Gilbert was interested in alt, but had very little experience with it. His responses were 

naive. His experiences with art in school have neither provided him with the art vocabulary 

necessary to talk about art nor the art-making activities that would give him more 

knowledge of how artists work to solve visual problems. 

He enjoyed the beautiful and the colorful, the adventurous and the action filled. When 

looking at the more realistic images, he admired the difficulty of making them look real, but 

when looking at less realistic images, he enjoyed the colors and shapes. He was not 

dismayed by the abstractness of Tamayo's Figura or Picasso's Weeping Woman with 

Hands. He found them interesting and colorful. 

Gilbert usually used a realist stance for realistic images and a favoritist stance for more 

abstract images. The only image to which he showed some expressionist responses was 

Kahlo's Self Portrait, which evoked religious feelings of pain and sacrifice. Considering 

that Gilbert was an altar boy and his mother painted religious pictures that decorate his 



home, he seemed to find more personal meaning in these themes. Gilbert generally 

preferred realistic images and was more comfortable talking about these. He used a naive 

level of realist response because he did not differentiate between those images that were 

nearing photographic realism from those that were a more schematic kind of realism. But 

when the images were not realistic, he used a more naive favoritist response based on the 

colors in the images and their "interesting" qualities. 

CHEECH: A Mexican Amel'ican High School Boy 

69 

My interviews with Cheech (his chosen pseudonym) took place during the fall of 1992 and 

the summer of 1994. In the 1994-95 school year he was a senior at a private high school 

where he was attending on scholarship. My initial interviews with him took place in the 

library at the high school. The final interview took place at his summer job. Through a 

special program for students he was working in the cancer research laboratory of a 

university hospital. 

Cheech's real interest is in Sp0!1S and he would like to attend college to major in sports 

administration. Biology is his fallback interest. He has taken art and art history in high 

school, but it is not an area of special interest to him. 

Cheech's mother is from Argentina and is part Lebanese. His father is Mexican and part 

Mexican Indian. His father's parents came to the United States from Mexico. Cheech 

speaks Spanish well enough to communicate with his grandparents and some of his 

cousins, but not fluently. He didn't feel that his cultural heritage influenced the way he 

looked at art. He said, "You can't really pick something out of a background because it's 

all so pretty much mixed." When I asked ifMTV was an influence he said, "Yeah, that's 

pretty much it." 
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He said his mother likes art and, when he was a kid, she "tried to stick me in some drawing 

class." His own preference was for "stuff that is kind of crazy. Anything that has to do 

with cartoons or sports, 'cuz I love cartoons. I love sports or anything that has to do with 

rap music. If art was considered logos for football teams, then that's what I like best. 

When it comes to old paintings, it doesn't really turn me on." Some of this attitude was 

replicated in his response to the images I asked him to look at and talk about. 

Looking for the story in images: FiI·st description 

Cheech began his description of each image with an attempt to describe what is happening 

in the image. 

I guess this is a guy with headphones sitting on a chair.-Tamayo's 

Figura 

This is some black guy and a white guy getting shot by some 

soldiers and a bunch of people in the background closing their ears 

and crying.-Goya's Execution on the Third of May 

Two people in a boat, watching two ducks in the water.-Cassatt's 

Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

Just some old lady who is crying. I guess she's like nervous or 

something. She's eating her fingers, I think, and tears are coming 

down her nose and her cheek.-Picasso's Weeping Woman with 

Hands 



I guess this is some Indian guy with a bunch of flowers in his 

basket in front of two ladies by a big hole in the ground.-Rivera's 

Flower Day 

He described each image in a matter-of-fact fashion that became almost sardonic when 

describing images he didn't like, which included most of those he looked at with me. His 

words conveyed neither empathy for the persons depicted or the situations in which they 

were engaged nor appreciation for the work of the artists. 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 
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When Cheech discussed the sensory and formal properties of images he displayed his 

ability to describe the way the artists used, for example, color and value contrasts to lead 

tthrough the composition. His art classes had served him well in giving him a language for 

talking about the aesthetic properties. He knew that the placement of elements in a 

composition contributes to its being balanced, but wasn't able to appreciate the complexity 

of composition. He concluded that several of the images weren't balanced because he had 

not taken into account all the techniques the artist had used to achieve balance. In other 

words, he had knowledge of the elements of design and the principles of composition as 

intellectual concepts, but lacked understanding of how they interrelate in complex images or 

contribute to their expressiveness. I had the feeling that he didn't think that this talk about 

colors and balance contributed much to understanding or appreciating the images. 

The role of technical skill and good ideas 

As he looked at Tamayo's Figura Cheech commented that it would have been technically 

difficult to do because of the problem of creating a focal point for the viewer. Because this 

is an abstract work, the artist couldn't rely on direct observation to inform his aesthetic 
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choices. He felt that Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands would be "pretty hurd to put 

all ... together. You'd have to be a genius to do this." And for DeKooning's quite abstract 

High Wall, it would be difficult to "draw all these lines making something, the shape of an 

animal" when working from memory, rather than life. 

Looking at the Egyptian tomb painting he commented that it was "kind of awkward." He 

felt that the artist had purposely flattened everything to suit the wall. He said about 

Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month 0/ June, "I guess he was trying to use perspective. 

He didn't do a real good job. This was before they knew how to do that." He did not credit 

the artists with using the prevailing aesthetic of their time and culture, but evaluated their 

efforts in light of today's standards, which he perceived as more advanced. 

By contrast, Cheech felt that Goya's Execution on the Third 0/ May would have been 

difficult because he would have had to work "with everyone crying and people getting 

murdered, pretty hard to draw." He judged Remington's Prospecting/or Cattle Range to be 

very well done because it would be difficult to get the perspective right and to paint all the 

detail well. He used a standard of realism as the basic criteria for technical success. Yet, 

while Cheech acknowledged that it takes great technical skill to paint in a realistic fashion 

and that artists who lack that skill are less successful, he valued the challenge of creating an 

image from imagination or abstraction and considers it to be a more compelling intellectual 

and aesthetic endeavor. 

Interpretation is difficult, often pointless 

Cheech had difficulty finding meaning in most of the images. He made the comment that 

"you can't really paint...by the way you feel compared to an idea which you can show." In 

Execlltion on the Third 0/ May Goya was showing "that people are getting shot. I don't 



know the reason they are getting murdered, but you can tell that people are afraid, very 

afraid of getting shot." 

I just don't like killing, of people getting shot, so it doesn't hit me that hard 

because I know it happens. There's not much I can do about it. It's purpose 

is just to show what people went through back then, the suffering. 
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When I asked why Mary Cassatt painted Summertime: Woman and Child ill a Rowboat, 

he said, "I have no idea. I guess he painted it because he had to." "Does this evoke any 

kind of feeling?" I asked. "No, not really." Of the Cassatt and the Kahlo he said, "I don't 

really get emotion from these. That's why I laugh at them. Probably [Kahlo is] telling how 

her life has been. Or how she feels about the world around her. She feels cruelty and 

beauty." 

He looked in the face of Remington's cowboys for some expression but concluded that 

"you really can't tell." He said, "Maybe it's just a painting. Tradition." While he felt it was 

technically very good, he didn't find it expressive at all. It didn't interest him. He found 

that most of the images just didn't mean much to him. It seemed that he did not see it as his 

responsibility to seek meaning in the images. Rather it was the artist's task to interest him 

in her message. 

When the art was from a distant time or place, Cheech felt we could appreciate the fact that 

it was part of a tradition, but did not feel that it had anything to say to him beyond 

conveying how things were "back then". 
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Judgment is a personal matter 

To the extent that an artist could draw Cheech into his or her world, he liked their art better. 

His favorite images were the Picasso, the Goya, the DeKooning, and the Egyptian tomb 

painting. What made an image good was when he was "able to figure out what it is." He 

said, "I like pictures that are more direct." This might suggest that he preferred the more 

realistic images, yet he did not. He also did not like the very abstract Tamayo because 

"when I look at it I can't tell what it's supposed to mean." The Goya was good because 

"you can tell what they are doing. It's right there in front of you." Klee's abstract Head of a 

Man was "dumb, completely pointless, unless I'm blind and have just missed it." But in 

seeming contradiction he says, in talking about Picasso's abstract Weeping Woman with 

Hands thnt "I really like things that are not the same as everything else." He liked the 

Egyptian tomb painting because "it's kind offunny looking." For Cheech to like something 

it had to be in some way unique or, as he put it, "weird, funny looking." I-lis judgments 

were based on his personal preferences. For different images he judged them good (or not 

good) because they were realistic (or not realistic), because they were expressive of 

emotion (or not expressive), or because they conveyed the culture of another time or place 

(or were too remote to be understood). 

CultUl'e as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Cheech could identify those images by Mexican artists Kahlo and Rivera, but did not find 

them very interesting or menning filled. He thought that there was probably some 

symbolism in these images, but he didn't know what it was. He did not identify with the 

cultural content of these images. However, his two favorite images, by Spanish artists 

Goya and Picasso, reflected a connection with the theme of suffering and pain expressed 

by other Mexican American participants. He said that he is more interested in sports, 

cartoons, and MTV: typical forms of American popular culture. He may not be conscious 



of, nor wish to acknowledge, his family heritage as he seeks to succeed within the 

mainstream culture. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 
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When I asked Cheech which of the images might have been done by women, he picked out 

only the Cassatt. "Maybe this one. It's kind of mellow. A girl might have done it." And 

this was one of his least favorite images. Again, his favorite images were the Goya and the 

Picasso that expressed pain and suffering. But the Kahlo, showing suffering and done by a 

woman, did not move him. 

What Cheech's case reveals about his aesthetic development 

When Cheech talked nbout art he used the vocabulnry nnd rudiment<uy knowledge of art 

history that he had gnined from his art classes. But his ability to use this knowledge to 

understand and interpret the meaning of the images seemed quite limited. He used a realist 

stance to describe the images, literally beginning with an attempt to find the story in the 

image. When he assessed the technical difficulty he again relied on the degree to which the 

artist employed conventions of realism. He admired the technical skill of those artists who 

can paint in a realistic way, but simply conforming to standards of realism was not enough 

for Cheech to judge the image successful. He wanted more. He appreciated the "weird", 

the "genius" of moving away from realism. He commented about the Kahlo, "Maybe the 

thought of painting it was pretty good, but I don't like the actual painting itself. It's too 

obvious. You can see everything perfectly." He repeatedly commented that he didn't see 

the point of most images. They don't spark an aesthetic response in him. Cheech seemed to 

be searching for a new way to look at and talk about art, or he may have been waiting for 

new styles or forms to unlock his aesthetic self. He appeared to want to be moved by an 

image, but resisted being moved. 
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Cheech knew more about art than he used in interpretation. He expected artists to use skill 

and knowledge of techniques to achieve realism. He seemed to hold the belief that realism 

is a more advanced aesthetic, yet he didn't respond positively to too much realism. He 

seemed to be responding-in terms of preference and judgment-to the surface qualities. 

Does this indicate a more sophisticated favoritism? Or emerging expressionism? His 

knowledge base lay in realism. While he acknowledged its values, he rejected what he saw 

as conventional standards. 

DA VID: A Mexican American Man 

David is a 39 year old Mexican American male who works for a small city in the 

Southwest. Although he has no fOlmal art education, his wife is completing her education 

to become an art teacher. She is also an accomplished fiber artist and is continually 

involved in making art at home. He has been very supportive of her efforts and 

accompanies her to many art events. 

I interviewed David at his home. Initially he was very reluctant to be interviewed. He was 

concerned that his lack of knowledge would be evident and embarrassing to him. 

However, his responses were offered with confidence. He was enthusiastically engaged 

and seemed to be enjoying the process of the interview. 

Looking for the significance in images: First description 

When David began to describe an image he consistently moved beyond the literal 

description to an interpretation of the significance of the images. 



I see a person with high power who people worship. Kind of a ceremony 

that they are going through, too, it seems to me. Some kind of worship.

Rivera's Flower Day 

Kind of a dream .. .it looks like more of a fantasy picture. Some person 

being in their own world! Going through some pain, to worship something 

or somebody else.-Kahlo's Self Portrait 

I see innocent people probably getting massacred for something they did or 

did not believe in.-Goya's ExeclltiOIl on the Third of May 

It could be a picture of a war experience or some bad experience a person 

had and put it on paper. I get a lot of negative thoughts from this one.

Tamayo's Figura 

I see a lot of fear, a lot of nervousness. A person that doesn't know where 

to turn.-Picasso's Weeping Womall with Hands 
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These images all evoked strong feeling responses from David. He immediately began to 

think about why an artist might have created such an image. When confronted with images 

that were not so expressive, he still tried to think of why artists might have made them. 

These pictures I find really, really boring. There is no motion in the 

painting, you know. I guess they are trying to get along by exchanging 

gifts. Respect for each other. I'm sure these gifts mean a lot to each person 

that is giving them away.-Egyptian tomb painting 



This seems like a painting that you find in a cave somewhere. That meant 

something to the people back then, trying to send a message or leaving a 

message behind.-DeKooning's High Wall 

He felt that the value of images that didn't evoke strong feelings lay in what they could 

show us about life in a distant time or place. He appreciated the ideas that undergirded the 

images as well as the aesthetic and emotional qualities. 

Analyzing the aesthetic propel'ties of the images 
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When David talked about the aesthetic properties of images, he immediately made a 

judgment about the effectiveness of the artist's use of design elements. Of Rivera's Flower 

Day he said, "The colors coordinate good. You know that culture usually uses these kinds 

of colors. Some shapes are too large, you know. By themselves they are a little too scary." 

When he talked about Goya's Executioll all the Third a/May he said, "Very dull. Very 

dark. Like you are looking at a horror movie. Sometimes the color changes ... to intensify 

the picture itself. To bring out the true feeling of it." When I asked him why the artist 

would handle the lights and darks like that, he said it was "to emphasize the painting, the 

meaning of the painting." 

When David was looking at naturalistic painting he admired the degree of realism. In the 

Remington he remarked about the lines of the trees and the definition of the men and the 

horses. He thought the image was "organized very well. The background is pretty realistic, 

you know." 

On the other hand, when looking at the more abstract images, David moved away from a 

literal description of colors, shapes, and lines to some projection about what they could 
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represent. When I asked him how those were organized in Tamayo's Figura, he said, "The 

colors are pretty well organized. The shapes are put together, you know. I see a lot of 

movement in this picture for some reason. It looks like it runs off of some kind of 

electricity ." 

David shifted the focus of his comments depending upon the style of the art he was 

discussing. For the more abstract and formalist images he discussed the use of color, line, 

and shape to create an effective composition. For the most expressive images he focused on 

how the aesthetic properties contributed to the expressive qualities. For the realistic images 

he focused on the degree to which the use of aesthetic properties replicated nature. 

The role of technical properties in expression 

David had little direct experience making art. However, he was able to imagine many of the 

kinds of technical and problem-generating and problem-solving skills an artist might need. 

He had gained some insights from his involvement with his wife's artistic activities. He 

acknowledged that the accomplished <IItist has a repertoire of practiced technical skills that 

make the physical process of painting, for example, less difficult. He thought that some 

images are more complex than others and would, therefore, be more difficult in temlS of 

managing the complexity of the composition. When he looked at Goya's Execution on the 

Third of May he commented that it would be difficult "because of the different bodies, the 

different positions, the different emotions on the faces." He said that when an image is 

realistic "a person who knows mt is going to look at that painting and say, "Is this 

supposed to look real?" He found that getting the realistic colors and details of the trees and 

the figures in the Remington would be quite difficult. He knew that there were clear and 

obvious standards for judging the technical merit of such realistic images. 
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He went on to say, "Something that is made out of fantasy, you can create your own 

image." Where he felt the J:,Tfeater difficulty might arise was in imagining, getting the ideas 

for images. He gave Kahlo's Self Portrait as an example of something difficult to imagine, 

but not difficult for an accomplished artist to paint. He saw Tamayo's abstract Figura as 

difficult because of the complexity of composing the various shapes and making it balance. 

These formal concerns would create difficulties for the artist. 

For the realistic Cassatt and the abstract Klee, because he saw them both as very simple 

compositions with "not much there," he didn't see them as presenting any particular 

technical challenges. 

David was able to put himself in the minds of the artists and imagine what different kinds 

of challenges would confront aI1ists working in different styles. 

Interpretation as a search for meaning 

In nine of the eleven images, David felt the artist was conveying a message about the 

human condition that moves beyond the literal description of subject matter. 

I feel that ... she is kind of in deep meditation, a deep trance or something. A 

believer in something, you know.-Kahlo's SelfPortrair 

There is such a thing as domination, you know. Terrorism. People force 

other people to do what they want them to do or face the consequences, you 

know.-Goya's Execution Oil tile Third of May 



I think they are just trying to get along, exchanging gifts, trying to make 

each other happy or something.-Egyptian tomb painting 

I just feel like the artist was trying to say there is a lot of wildlife out there 

and that man hasn't killed them all off yet.-DeKooning's High Wall 

Very hard-working people. Struggling to survive .... They eat what they 

grow.-Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June 

It shows that you can look for your fortune and survive.-Remington's 

Prospecting for Cattle Range 

81 

Throughout the interview David sought the underlying message that the artist conveyed. It 

sometimes seemed that his interpretations might be based as much on his own life 

experience as on the images. There was a strong focus on human relationships and the 

struggle to survive in the face of various hardships and pain. 

In two cases he didn't know what meaning to make of the images. One was Tamayo's 

Figura. He said, "The message part .. ,l don't really know. For someone who could 

understand it, it could be a good painting. A conversation piece, you know. Get other 

people's ideas on it." It would be interesting to know "what he was thinking about when he 

was painting." He was concerned about what the artist's purpose might be and was aware 

that the artist's work was intentional. 

The other image in which he did not find meaning was Klee's Head of a Man. "I don't 

really know what it is about. I have trouble with this. I don't know a lot about painting. 



I'm not an artist." At this point David had lost confidence in his ability to find meaning in 

abstract work. 

Judgment is based on expression and interest 
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When I asked David if an image was good, he generally responded positively if he found it 

expressive and interesting. He sometimes equated liking an image with thinking it was 

good. His reaction to Goya's Execution on the Third of May was typical. He said, "I really 

like it. This portrays emotions. Lots of work went into it." 

Initially, he wasn't sure that Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands was a good painting. 

"When I see a painting I want to see something beautiful or something you can really 

understand. Well, I understand some of this painting, but I don't want it. I'd just say it's 

difficult to do. Probably put a lot of time into it, a lot of thought, really. It is expressive. A 

very intense painting. I don't like the painting itself, but the job itself is well done." He 

would have preferred that images be more pleasant (visually, as well as expressively) but 

recognized the competence of the lU'tist. He was able to adopt varying perspecti ves on the 

work. 

He did not like the Cassatt because he found "no expression there." He also did not like the 

Egyptian tomb painting, but thought it would have been considered good at the time, within 

that culture. Of another image from the past, the Limbourg, he said it would be good "if a 

person can look at it and get a strong feeling of what it is about and they can understand it." 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

From his last comments it was evident that David thought it was more difficult to 

understand art that was made in a culture outside one's own. He chose the Goya, the 
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Rivera, the Kahlo, and the Remington as done by Mexican artists. The Goya represented a 

theme of domination that he thought was typically Mexican. The Rivera included people 

who "look like some Indian tribe" and was done in colors about which he said "that culture 

usually uses these kinds of colors." His rationale for including the Remington was that the 

cowboys looked like caballeros. These four images were among his top five favorites. 

David seemed to prefer images with which he could most closely identify. These would be, 

first of all, those that represent Mexican people or people that look Mexican who are 

engaged in events that hold some cultural relevance for him. His least favorite images-the 

Egyptian tomb painting, the Limbourg, the Klee, the Tamayo, and the Cassatt-were those 

that were made in times and cultures remote from his experience and, as a consequence, 

less understandable. He stated that an artist "would paint about his experiences, the poverty 

he went through, stuff like that." 

As he examined the larger group of images he consistently preferred images that seemed 

alive, filled with emotion. He pal1icularly noted an image by Call11en Lomas Garza of a 

Mexican family making tamales together. He said, "I like this because there is a family, a 

big family and they seem happy. They are all contributing." He confirmed that this was a 

cultural value that he holds. 

David looked for the spiritual aspects of images. His personal faith may be the source of 

his search for spiritual meaning in images, particularly those that he identified as based 

within his own culture. 
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Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

In choosing which images might be done by women David reflected that "the images of the 

paintings themselves are more feminine. Something a woman might draw, something 

spiritual." He included Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands and Rivera's Flower Day 

among those images that might have been done by a woman. He seemed to think that 

images of women showing the emotional or the spiritual would have been done by women 

artists. While his predictions were not accurate, he held strong beliefs about the differences 

between the imagery chosen by men and women. Because David had no art history 

background, he had no strategies by which to identify the artists or place the images in 

historical context based on prior knowledge. 

What David's case reveals about his aesthetic development 

David's responses reveal that he was using a predominantly expressionist stance. Though 

he has no formal art education, he has lived in an (U·tistic milieu in recent years. As a result, 

his responses were somewhat naive from the standpoint of his knowledge of art history 

and experience with art making. But he was motivated to derive meaning from visual 

images and enthusiastically engaged in conversation and speculation about the images I 

showed him. His ability to derive significant meaning was not naive. 

He preferred those images that were most expressive in style and subject. He found most 

of the images to be expressive of some general human condition. Some images he thought 

were more spiritual in nature, reflecting his own deep faith. Some were more emotional. 

Some were conveying important ideas about suffering and domination, for example. But 

whichever fom1 the expressive nature of the image took, this is what he valued most in the 

image. He was not so interested in finding a story in the image, but rather sought the 

underlying message. 
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He was aware of the role the artist played in choosing subject matter, colors, compositions, 

to create a personal style that conveys her message. For the more abstract images, he didn't 

understand the artist's intention, but felt that if he knew more, he might begin to 

understand. He seemed interested in entering into a broader conversation about 

interpretation. He used his own beliefs, values, and life experiences as the reference points 

for constructing meaning in art images. 

Portraits of Navajo females and males 

With beauty before me I walk, 

With beauty behind me I walk, 

With beauty above me I walk, 

With beauty all around me I walk. 

-from "The Night Chant" (Matthews, 1902) 

TIFFANY: A Navajo School Girl 

Tiffany was, at the time of the interviews, a 10 year old, 5th- grade student at an 

intermediate school (grades 3 through 6) on the Navajo Reservation in northeastern 

Arizona. Her classroom teacher was very concerned about her missing too much class, so 

there were some constraints on our time together. Finally, we had only time to talk about 

eight of the eleven images. 

We met together in a staff room at the other end of the school from her classroom. As we 

walked together, we had an opportunity to pass beautiful and huge murals painted on the 

walls by local artists. The quality of these murals was unusually high and the imagery was 

all related to Navajo culture and the local landscape. I commented on one particular mural 

that depicted a Kinaalda ceremony for a young woman. Tiffany described, carefully and in 



great detail, all the steps of the ceremony, pointing them out as they were shown in the 

mural. In addition to the murals, there were displays of student work and other art in the 

halls. On this particular day one of the teachers was orchestrating an event culminating in 

the study of the ancient Aztecs and Mayans. All the classes were visiting the gymnasium 

where demonstrations were being hosted by students. Everyone was enjoying Mexican 

refreshments. The school environment was busy, cheerful, and rich. 
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As we began to talk, I asked Tiffany to tell me a little about herself and her family. She said 

that in her family some Navajo was spoken. Her grandmother speaks mostly Navajo. 

Tiffany tried to introduce herself to me in Navajo according to the traditional manner, 

listing her clan affiliations for both mother's and father's side of the family. She did not 

remember her father's clan. 

Tiffany's father makes Kachina dolls and paints. Her grandmothers weave. She often stays 

with one of her grandmothers and watches her weave when the rest of her family goes off 

to sell their kachinas and rugs. On occasion they had taken Tiffany to visit museums and U1t 

shows. 

Tiffany studied art with an an teacher beginning in intem1ediate school. She didn't 

remember any art in primary school. When I asked her what she had studied in art classes 

she said, "Broken brushstrokes, foreground, background. Sometimes we look at art." She 

reported that she liked art a lot. She was very thoughtful in her responses to my questions. 

She took a long time to think about her answers. She was relaxed and seemed comfortable 

offering her opinions and ideas. She spoke softly at times, making transcriptions of the 

audiotapes difficult. 
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Looking for detail and design in images: First description 

Tiffany was very perceptive about the aesthetic qualities of images. She had a very good 

vocabulary with which to describe, for example, colors. She mentioned the smallest details 

that she perceived in the images and spoke of ways the sensory properties worked to 

emphasize parts of the image. 

I see a lot of colorful designs. I see some people or spirits or 

something ... and the background color brings out the color of their faces and 

what they are wearing. It's about a ceremony with standing in lines and 

wearing nice clothes and everything.-Hardin's The Original Robes 

I see some Egyptian people bringing gifts to the king and queen.-Egyptian 

tomb painting 

I see a boy and girl in a boat and a white duck. And I see bright colors and 

the water .... The painting is in broken brushstrokes.-Cassatt's 

Swnmertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

I see black, white, and red stripes ... or maroon. I see diamonds, diamond 

shapes. It's a mg, a weaving.-Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blallket 

I see colorful lines that are like blurry and I see a horse in it. I see bright 

colors like orange, purple, violet, sky blue, and a goldish, brownish 

color.-DeKooning's High Wall 



I see like a war going on. People are hitting people with spears, swords, 

and shooting with guns. They are riding horses. Some are Navajo.

Ledger drawings 

I see a castle in the back of these people and these people are raking up their 

garden. I see this thing on the top of them that looks like a calendar, and I 

see in the calendar a man in a carriage, and they're being pulled by horses. 

He is holding a bright yellow thing in his hand.-Limbourg's I-/aymaking 

in the Month of June 
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Tiffany notices details. Whether it is observing the designs and patterns, describing the 

colors used, or telling what activitier, she sees going on in the image, Tiffany observes 

closely and carefully. 

Analyzing the aesthetic p.·opeJ"ties of the images 

Tiffany had a good m·t vocabulary and was able to use it effectively to connect art concepts 

to the visual examples we looked at together. In Hardin's The Original Robes, she saw 

"violet, red, turquoise, a goldish color." And in the Egyptian tomb painting she saw "this 

brownish peach and goldish orange color in the background." She went on to say, "There 

are very few bright colors ... because a long time ago they didn't have the bright colors 

because they made them." She understood that there are good reasons for the way artists of 

different times and places use color, for example. 

Descriptions of colors and line figured predominantly in her first response to the 

DeKooning. She was able to detect that the purpose of the blurry lines was to outline the 

animals' bodies. In the Remington she found "little, skinny lines and squiggly lines on the 



trees." She went on to see the lines created by shadows on the !,,'l'olmd. In the Hardin she 

found that color contrast brought out the colors of the faces and the clothing. 
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When Tiffany looked for shapes, she had more difficulty. Generally she tried to find the 

geometric shapes in things. Even organic, natural shapes she named in geometric tenns. 

This seems to reflect the degree to which the terminology of shape is taught from a 

mathematical perspective in elementary classrooms. In math there is an exclusive focus on 

regular geometric shapes, not on organic, non-geometric shapes. Once this approach is 

well learned, it is hard to modify for aesthetic purposes. A Navajo perspective on this same 

theme might be that so much of Navajo weaving and design is, in fact, based on geometric 

shapes and regular patterns that it provides a natural position from which to talk about art. 

Tiffany was very perceptive about the ways different artists showed perspective, the 

illusion of space. She could determine to what extent space was shown and how it was 

achieved in an image. The Limbourg "looks like lots of distance. The people are in the 

foreground and the castle is in the background. And the calendar is way ... at the top." 

When it came to differentiating between degrees of reality, as in the horses of DeKooning's 

High Wall, Remington's Prospecting for Cattle, and the Ledger drawings, she recognized 

that there was a definite difference in the amount of detail that the artist had incorporated 

and that when more detail was included, the image would look more photographically real. 

However, she continued to employ a naive sense of realism in that she thought the 

Egyptian tomb painting, the Limbourg, and the Remington all looked photographically real. 

She made a significant shift in talking about the Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blanket. When 

Tiffany looked at the blanket she talked a great deal about the design. She began her 
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description with the colors and, appropriately, the geometric shapes, the dominant elements 

of the design. Then she went on to clarify that this was a rug, a weaving, not a painting. 

She explained to me what each shape and stripe stood for and how a blanket or rug might 

be used in different situations. Each of the elements stood for something very real in the 

Navajo world. 

The role of technical propel'ties is showing detail and taking time 

Tiffany found that an artist must take a lot of time and use a lot of detail. These factors are 

what she thought would make a success hard to achieve. Often these were the criteria upon 

which she judged the success of the image. In five of the eight images she looked at, she 

specifically mentioned ndding detail and taking time to do a good job. In two images she 

was concemed with the artist's ability to mix the correct colors. 

After reporting that many of the women in her family weave, she said that weaving was 

hard and took a long time. Her direct experience with weaving had reinforced the idea that 

hard work and attention to detail were important to good work. Tiffany's valuing of hard 

work and attention to detail are consistent with a realist stand, but also reflect the values she 

has grown up with in her culture. 

Interpretation is difficult and uncertain 

For five of the eight images Tiffany professed that she didn't know what feelings she got 

from the image or what the artist might have been trying to communicate to us. She seemed 

uncertain about the idea that the images might have some meaning beyond the immediately 

visible and literal. 



In Hardin's The Original Robes she conflated her judgment of the image with her own 

feelings evoked by the image. "I feel good about this painting, because these spirits are 

smiling and I like the designs on their robes and the colors. I think he is saying that there 

are different ways peoples' faces can be: the eyes, the noses, the mouths." This was a 

hedonist's response to the surface qualities of the image and a naive realist's response to 

the artist's depiction of feelings as expressed in representation of the faces. 
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Tiffany also gave a very literal, naive instrumental interpretation to the Egyptian tomb 

painting when she said, "They want to show that the king and queen's children respect 

them and give them gifts." For her the image served a moral purpose-to promote respect 

for authority. In speaking of the Ledger drawings, she said, "These people hate each other 

because they are having a war." In this case she did not see the instrumental purpose of 

condemning war, but more of a realist view of depicting an actual event. 

Judgment is based on preference, realism, and moral goodness 

Tiffany made her judgments about the images upon several different bases. Some of the 

images she judged good because they were pretty and she liked them, reflecting a hedonist 

stance. In this group she included the Hardin, the Limbourg, the Cassatt, and the 

Remington. Some she judged good because they looked so real and took time and effort, 

reflecting a realist stance. In this group she included the Hardin, the Egyptian tomb 

painting, the Remington, and the Limbourg. Those four images were also her personal 

favorites. 

Some images she judged good because they showed respect for parents, respect for 

animals, or represented a cultural celebration. In this group were the Hardin, the Egyptian 

tomb painting, and the DeKooning. This is also a realist view. What is morally good is 



aesthetically good. By the same measure, Tiffany rejected the ledger drawings and the 

Goya because showing violence is morally bad and therefore aesthetically bad. 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 
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Tiffany made a number of references to her own and other cultures. Though she attended 

school on a reservation in an almost monocultural Navajo setting, Tiffany knew something 

about other, remote cultures. She immediately recognized the tomb painting as being 

Egyptian and from a long time ago, before there were commercial, colorful paints with lots 

of variety of hue. She had some historical cues to the Limbourg image. She thought it 

might be of England and old because of the clothes people were wearing. Tiffany said she 

knew about castles and olden times from storybooks in the school library. If the study of 

Aztecs and Mayans that we saw in the gymnasium is characteristic of the school's 

curriculum, then Tiffany and her schoolmates were learning a !,'Tem deal about the cultures 

of other times and places. At the same time Tiffany'S own culture was vividly captured in 

the murals in the hallways and preserved in her home and community. 

Tiffany made her most complete and least naive response to the Navajo Third Phase 

Chiefs Blanket. She described the pattern of the rug, the meaning of the symbols, and the 

uses for which rugs or blankets were traditionally used. She told about how hard weaving 

was and how much time it took for her grandmothers and great-grandmothers to make 

rugs. She went on to describe how she would get a special rug for her Kinaalda. a special 

ceremony for her when she is about thirteen. Tiffany's experience in a household where 

traditional carving and weaving takes place has given her a rich base of knowledge and 

experience upon which she can draw when talking about the art of her own culture. 
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When asked to identify those images made by Native American artists, she correctly chose 

the Hardin, the Navajo rug, and the Ledger drawings. She did not hesitate or have any 

difficulty making those choices. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

I commented to Tiffany that sometimes she spoke of the artist as "he" and sometimes as "he 

or she". I asked how she would decide which images were by women. She replied that "a 

woman probably wouldn't be as good at drawing like the details." Navajo boys pride 

themselves on their ability to draw very realistic horses that are full of detail. Apparently the 

girls feel this is a boys' specialty. 

When she sorted through the eleven images, she picked the Cassatt "because of the bright 

colors" and the blanket because she knew that women weave. She chose the Hardin 

because of the colors. And she thought the DeKooning was done by a woman because the 

artist didn't complete all the animal bodies, appropriately indicating her perception of a 

girl's lack of drawing skill. In contrast she felt that the G9ya was by a man because a 

woman would not paint blood. The Remington was done by a man because of the detail in 

the horses. While she was able to correctly choose the images by women, she made her 

choices based on her beliefs about their differing interests and skill in portraying animals 

and incorporating detail. 

What Tiffany's case reveals about her aesthetic development 

Tiffany had a good art vocabulary and was very perceptive of the aesthetic qualities of 

images. She wove a description of colors, shapes, and perspective into what she saw in the 

image. What she saw was generally a story of some event or activity that seemed to be 



taking place. She did not find the images full of interesting ideas or emotions. She 

particularly admired the artist who put a great deal of time and detail into her work. 
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The predominant stance that Tiffany used for seven of the eight images was realism. In 

fact, her four favorite images were those that she thought of as most realistic. She also 

found three of these four to be very pretty and colorful, reflecting a secondary response that 

reflected a favoritist stance. 

She responded to one image, the Navajo blanket, in a totally different way. For this 

familiar image she used an instrumental stance that was completely appropriate, both 

aesthetically and culturally. While her comments about each of the other images were at a 

naive level of realism, her comments about the blanket were at a quite sophisticated level of 

instrumentalism. 

Raised within a traditional Navajo community, Tiffany has internalized cultural values, 

including gender roles within the culture, and she reflected these values when talking about 

art. In addition, her school experiences with art and culture have given her a good art 

vocabulary and a good understanding of other cultures. This knowledge of cultures helped 

her to place images accurately within a cultural context. Still, she interpreted the meaning of 

the images from her own perspective and values. She was concerned about the moral 

message of some images, valuing some for their message of peace 01' respect and rejecting 

those that showed suffering and violence. 

Tiffany did not apply the instrumental stance used with the Navajo blanket to any other 

image. She may not even have been aware of how appropriate it was for that image, yet 

was aware that some art from other cultures is judged against other standards. 
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STEPHANIE: A Navajo High School GiI'I 

Stephanie was a 17 year old senior at a Navajo boarding school on the reservation in 

northeastern Arizona when I interviewed her in the spring of 1993. We met in the art 

teachers' office at her school. Although she had limited time to spend in the interview, 

Stephanie wanted to stay and talk through her study-hall period. She was a charming and 

enthusiastic young woman who spoke with confidence about art. She laughed a lot and 

expressed her opinions with more emphatic remarks than did the other Navajo participants, 

with the exception of Alan. Stephanie reported that she was from a very artistic family. 

My parents, my family is really artistic. Our whole house is filled with 

paintings from different eras. We have Victorian, we have Native, we have 

this kind (pointing to the DeKooning), Oriental, contemporary, Native 

American, we have it. And music-wise, everyone in our family has to play 

piano. It's one of the requirements. And my mother is also a silversmith like 

my father. Ever since we were small, they were silversmiths. And then, it's 

just like we have been surrounded. 

The reason I like older things is that my mother is an antique collector. Our 

whole house is antique .... My first art wasn't in school. My parents enrolled 

me in .. .I started taking piano lessons seven years ago. 

I took woodcarving and piano (in junior high) .... This is my first year of 

ceramics. 

Stephanie had lived in Hawaii and had the unique experience of being a Navajo minority 

within a native Hawaiian culture. As part of her school program in Hawaii, she went to the 

Honolulu Academy of Art. She saw a variety of Oriental and Pacific Asian art there. She 



said that people there were surprised that she was Native American because they thought 

there were no more Native Americans living. In spite of living away from the Navajo 

reservation, she said, "I had to learn Navajo. I grew up fully traditional, in the traditional 

way." 

Responding to dominant features of images: First description 

In her first response to the eight images she had time to examine, Stephanie used four 

different stances. Her first response was triggered by her sense of the dominant visual 

qualities of the image. She used an expressionist stance for the Picasso. She recognized 

that the emotion in this image may originate in the artist, not in the subject represented. 

It looks like a woman eating paper and crying. Maybe the artist was feeling 

sad.-Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 

For the Egyptian tomb painting, the Hardin, and the Rivera, she used a realist stance. 

I think this one would be hard to draw. It might be a king and queen, 

because people are giving them gifts.-Egyptian tomb painting 

Women buying flowers from some man hauling f1owers.-Rivera's Flower 

Day 

It looks like a pow wow to me. It looks like people gathered.-Hardin's 

The Original Robes 
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In these images she was finding the story, naming the people and objects in the image. But 

of the Hardin she went on to talk about the colors as being really nice and about the 

individuality of the patterns, which signal a secondary formalist response. 

Several of the images appropriately evoked an instrumentalist response. Stephanie 

perceived that these images served another purpose. 

The people relied on the stars. Astronomy had a lot to do with their things. I 

think it would be more about the time of year and what they do at that 

time.-Limbourg's Haymakillg in the Month o/JlIne 

It looks like something they would put on the buffalo hide for the calendar. 

To show the events that have happened. It's good to teach people.-Ledger 

drawings 

I know that a long time ago they made Chiefs blankets. This is what it is 

for.-Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blanket 

Stephanie said that "paintings should be about anything, not just good things." She had a 

very open mind about the kinds of things that artists might portray and how they might 

portray them. She had the advantage of growing up surrounded by a wide variety of art. 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

Stephanie had quite a good art vocabulary and knowledge of art concepts that she was able 

to use when she described the aesthetic properties of the images. 



The person's using mostly primaries, lots of yellow .... It's like yellow light 

shining through from the left and the green is in the shadow. There is more 

on the left than there is on the right. The right should have some more 

hair,-Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 

The colors are really strong. They (the figures) pretty much balance each 

other out ... with the gifts in the middle.-Egyptian tomb painting 

Yeah, the color has a lot to do with this painting. The green is on the bottom 

and the blue goes up top, except for the women in blue dresses and there is 

some green on the top too. The red has to balance, too, because red has a 

tendency to grab your eye.-Limbourg's Haymaking ill tile Mo/ltl! o/Jllne 

While she was able to analyze the aesthetic properties quite well, this analysis did not 

contribute much to her interpretation of the meaning of the images. 

The role of technical propel'tics in cxprcssion 
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Stephanie did not have a great deal of personal experience making art. She had taken 

woodcarving in junior high and was taking ceramics for the first time. She described her 

elementary art experience this way: "Just little things in preschool to draw, make things 

with play dough. I don't know if you'd call that art. I've taken music for a long time." But 

coming from a family of [l11ists and at1 lovers, she seemed to understand some of the 

challenges an artist faces. She thought Weeping Woman witl! Hands would be hard to 

think of, but the actual painting would not be difficult, because the artist knows what he is 

doing in terms of techniques. 



He would need a lot of imagination. Even though the designs are simple, 

small, you know, it takes a lot of thinking and imagination to have a nice 

design.-Hardin's The Original Robes 
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She repeatedly admired the drawing skill that would be required. She felt that she did not 

have mastery of this difficult skill. Small details seemed to her as if they would be difficult 

to paint. 

In contrast, when we came to the Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blanket Stephanie knew a 

great deal about the technical requirements of a quality rug or blanket. 

My parents, my grandma and my mom and my aunt, weave and I can only 

identify theirs, nobody else's. Our family is the only one that uses feathers. 

Everybody uses something else. My aunt's rug is in the Smithsonian 

because of her really, really thin weaving. I could identify hers really 

easily .... AII Navajo rugs are really tight, very tight .... My mom's rugs are 

thicker than my aunt's because my aunt takes more time in spinning her 

wool and getting it really, really thin. 

Though she does not weave, "being surrounded by art," as she herself put it, growing up 

with relatives who were fine weavers has given Stephanie a deeper understanding of the 

skill and craftsmanship required to produce an excellent example as opposed to an average 

example of Navajo weaving. More experience with other art media might help her to 

understand with similar depth the technical aspects of other artists' work. Still, she had an 

intuitive sense of the demands different kinds of art would make on the artist, as evidenced 

in her remarks on non-Navajo images recorded above. 
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Interpretation varies according to aesthetic interests 

Stephanie felt that Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands was about sadness and grief, 

while the Egyptian tomb painting is merely a pretty record of an event. Hardin's The 

Original Robes made Stephanie feel alive and she thought that the yellow had something to 

do with it, while Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June made her feel grim because 

it was more about the work that had to be done at specific times of the year. DeKooning's 

High Wall was reminiscent of the Plains before the buffalo died out, while Rivera's Flower 

Day gave her the lazy feeling of a sunny afternoon. She alternated between a realist stance 

and an expressionist stance in her interpretations. 

The Navajo blanket is primm'ily a functional or ceremonial object. The Ledger drawings 

served an instmmental purpose, to teach. 

It's good to teach people. White people could learn about it, too, but it 

wouldn't mean as much. I think Native kids should know more about their 

history, my people's history. But, you know, we learn more about the 

white people than we know about ourselves. The artist wasn't working to 

please the eye. It's really obviolls. I think they were working more on the 

event. It had a completely different purpose than all the other paintings that 

we have seen.-Ledger drawings 

These objects, closely related to her culture, are interpreted to be different in purpose than 

the other images, except for Haymaking in the Month of June, which also had an 

instrumental purpose, in Stephanie's view. 
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Stephanie's interpretations were not deeply insightful, nor were they infonned by an 

organized knowledge of art history. She did not look for deep meaning in the images, but 

responded at a more intuitive level that, nevertheless, was accurately reflective of some 

ideas in the images. More knowledge about art and its history would deepen her 

understanding of the meaning of the images. 

Judgment is a personal matter 

Stephanie's favorite images were the three Native American images, the Egyptian tomb 

painting, the Rivera, and the DeKooning. The Native American images, the Egyptian tomb 

painting, and the DeKooning had cultural overtones for Stephanie. Her judgments about 

the worth of images were related directly to how appealing they were to her for whatever 

reason. These images have no style or aesthetic in common. The only thing they do have in 

common is that they were not examples of realism. 

She acknowledged that others might iike things she didn't like and that was fine. She 

thought Weeping Woman with Hands was "a boring picture," yet she thought it might 

appeal to others. She seemed to be using a favoritist approach to her judgments but at a less 

naive level than that characterized in Parsons' descriptions of that stance. Her "liking" was 

not just a response to the sensual surface of the image, but was more related to the cultural 

significance of the image-an instrumental view-or to the aesthetic qualities of the 

image-a fonnalist view. 

Like the expressionist, she recognized that images might hold a different appeal for 

different people. Her judgments were based upon her personal and cultural values, which 

is characteristic of the expressionist stance. 
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Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Stephanie's traditional Navajo upbringing, as well as her opportunities to live outside the 

reservation and within another culture, had made a distinct contribution to her responses to 

the images we looked at together. This was evident in her responses to a number of 

images. Her favorite images were those to which she had some cultural response. Of 

course, she had a great deal to say abollt Navajo weaving since members of her family 

were noted weavers. 

The Egyptian tomb painting was something she liked and was familiar with. In addition, 

she felt that, because of the brown skin color of the people, they "look nice and ... maybe, 

like they are Native. It's just that it feels more Native because the hieroglyphics look 

Native. Their haircut looks Hopi. And the way they are dressed looks Apache." 

She thought that the Hardin reminded her of something someone would do in Africa. She 

thought it also looked like a pow wow or celebration, a gathering of people. She did not 

recognize it as being by a Native American. Still, she felt an evident connection to it 

because of the subject matter. 

She saw the Ledger drawings as being important tools with which to teach the history of 

Native people. She thought that they "show events that have happened" from a Native 

perspective and that does not often happen for Native American children. These images 

made her "feel very bad" because the subjects show "they (the whites and the Native scouts 

who worked for them) had no respect. " Though they made her feel bad, she thought they 

were important and she liked them. 
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One image that she identified with for different reasons was Limbourg's Haymaking in the 

Month of June. "I have this thing with medieval times. Joan of Arc is like my idol, so I 

naturally like things (from this time)." 

Perhaps the most interesting comments she made with respect to culture were when she 

chose three Chinese pieces-a gilded Buddha figure, a bronze elephant, and a scroll 

painting-as her favorites from my large set of images. She attributed that to her familiarity 

with Oriental art stemming from her school visits to the museum when the family lived in 

Hawaii. These experiences have shaped Stephanie's aesthetic preferences as have her 

experiences growing up in a traditional Navajo culture. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

When I asked Stephanie which images were done by women she said, "I don't know about 

that. I'm not really sexist or anything. I never really thought abollt that." She did not 

indicate that there was any way to differentiate those images by women from those by men. 

Of course, she was aware that Navajo women weave, but that both men and women were 

silversmiths. She did not seem aware of, or concerned about, gender differences as they 

apply to art images. 

What Stephanie's case reveals about her aesthetic development 

Stephanie grew up in an art-rich environment. Her family home is filled with art 

representing a variety of styles and subjects. Her parents are Navajo artists. She has had 

many opportunities to look at art. As a result she was very comfortable talking about art. 

She moved with fluency from one stance to another as she talked about each image. 
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Stephanie used a variety of approaches when responding to art images. Generally, her art 

vocabulary and knowledge of art concepts served her well. She tended to use a formalist 

approach when describing the aesthetic qualities of an image, which is appropriate. 

Stephanie usually used an approach that was consistent with the visual style of the image. 

Her limited knowledge of art history and art making outside her own Navajo culture limited 

her understanding of the contribution of art historical style, culture, and art world standards 

to the understanding of some images. 

Gender did not seem to enter into her consideration of images. Aside from knowing that 

Navajo women weave, she was not concerned with gender differences in artists or the way 

we understand their art. 

Culture played a large role in Stephanie's views about art. She is very knowledgeable about 

the art of her own people. She is concerned that Native Americans learn more about 

themselves through their art. She looks for evidence of non-white imagery in images. But 

aside from her primary knowledge of Navajo art and culture, she loved Chinese art objects. 

This love was formed as a result of her educational experiences in Hawaii. Her educational 

experiences and contact with many forms of art in her home have given Stephanie the basis 

for understanding and appreciating a wide range of art. 

Stephanie did not use one stance consistently but responded to each image from a variety of 

perspectives. She incorporated her personal and culturally shaped views. Therefore, she 

was using the pluralist stance at a somewhat naive level. As she pursues her interest in art, 

she will become more sophisticated in her use of this stance. 
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ROXANNE: A Navajo College Student 

Roxanne was ajunior in education at the university when I interviewed her in the winter of 

1994. She had been a student in the preservice education course I taught. She was a quiet 

and thoughtful student who was very involved in Native American activities on campus. 

She also spent a number of weekends off campus helping in the university's efforts to 

recruit more Native American high school students. 

Her grandmother, who had been nHUTied to a shaman, wove rugs until her eyesight 

dimmed. Roxanne would sometimes watch her, but never had time to learn to weave. She 

said, "I have not really been exposed to a lot of parts of my culture." She wasn't familiar 

with many of the traditional Navajo arts. Her mom didn't raise her family in a traditional 

way. She was raised going to church and was more influenced by that than by the Navajo 

traditions. Still, she considered her Navajo background to have a strong influence upon 

her. 

Roxanne took art in high school and, as a senior, went on a class trip to Washington, D.C. 

There she had an 0PPOItunity to see a lot of art. Of the experience she said, "I used to think 

about a lot of art work, 'That's what they call alt?' " At the university she took an art 

appreciation class, which she really enjoyed. She felt that she had learned most of what she 

knew about art from that class. 

Looking for the meaning in images: First description 

At the first interview Roxanne was exhausted after a busy weekend and a long day. This 

had an effect upon her responses to the first several images she viewed. Those choices 

were images to which she could relate best at that moment. 



This looks like a lady who is very frustrated. She looks like she is crying. 

She's biting something or really gritting her teeth. This is how I feel right 

now. That's why I picked it.-Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 

This seems very peaceful, very peaceful. They are on a pond or a lake 

watching the ducks swim by .... All day I've been in a rush so it's really nice 

to see something like that.-Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in a 

Rowboat 
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For both of these images she responded first to the underlying feelings that are evoked by 

the images. She used an expressionist stance, a natural response to these two expressive 

images. Next she chose the Navajo blanket to talk about. 

This looks like a rug .... The use of a lot of lines and the diamond 

shapes .... A simple pattern because there are a lot of stripes and regular 

diamond shapes. Maybe it was made just for use, not for decoration. It 

could have been like someone's blanket, someone's shawl.-Navajo Third 

Phase Chiefs Blanket 

For the eight remaining images she used a realist stance in her first description. 

It seems like this first picture at the top has an Indian warrior ... chasing. He 

threw his spear into, obviously, a soldier.-Ledger drawings 

This looks like a man carrying, they look like flowers, in a basket slung to 

his back. He might be coming horne.-Rivera's Flower Day 



It's a drawing of a face.-Klee's Head of a Man 

This looks like cowboys riding their horses.-Remington's Prospecting for 

Cattle Range 
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Each first reaction was to the literal subject matter as Roxanne understood it to be. This is 

consistent with the realist's interest in the actual representation of things in the physical 

world. 

Analyzing the aesthetic pl'operties of the images 

When Roxanne went on to analyze the aesthetic properties of the images she used two 

different strategies. Most of the time she saw the aesthetic properties in the context of how 

the artist depicted the subject matter of the image. For the Ledger drawings, she felt that the 

artist used line and simple shapes to show the basic elements of the story. She remarked, 

giggling, that the horses all look alike. Apparently she was not impressed with that artist's 

skill. But in Remington's Prospecting for Cattle Range she admired the technical skill with 

which the artist captured the cowboys and horses so realistically. She seemed almost 

unaware of how the artist used line and shape and texture to achieve these effects. In the 

less realistic Egyptian tomb painting she saw the lines and shapes as defining the people, 

their clothing, their furniture, their gifts. 

But for Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands she spoke of the abstract nature of the 

work. She described the bold colors and the geometric shapes that made up the parts of the 

face. This is more of a formalist approach. She used this same approach to talk about 

Rivera's Flower Day as she described in detail how he had organized colors and shapes to 

achieve balance in the image. And again, for Klee's Head ofa Man she lIsed a formalist 
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description of color and shape to achieve a balanced composition. In her art appreciation 

class she had learned a basic art vocabulary and the process of aesthetic scanning and was 

somewhat skillful in using a fonmllist approach to the analysis of the visual qualities of the 

image whatever its style. 

The role of technical properties varies 

For the more abstract images Roxanne thought that it would be difficult for the artist to find 

a way to show what she intended. Getting the idea was an expression of imagination. She 

understood the different challenges called forth when an image is not based on direct 

observation. 

But for the more realistic images the difficulty lay in the technique, the effective 

brush stroke, the knowledge of the subject matter, like horses or people. She felt that 

Rivera's Flower Day would be easier to do because it seemed more simple than Cassatt's 

Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat. Abstract images like Klee's Head of a Man 

would be technically simple, in Roxanne's view. The Egyptian tomb painting and 

Limbourg's Haymaking in tlte Month a/.1wle would be difficult only in that they contained 

so much detail that it would be time consuming to do. This is consistent with the valuing of 

the artist'S skill and patience characteristic of a realist stance. 

When I asked her about weaving the Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blanket, she said that it 

was pretty simple because it was mostly just lines. She had observed her grandmother 

weaving various designs and stripes were simple. "I guess they 'see' the rug before they 

make it and then remember it in the process of making the rug." 



109 

Interpretation lies in the story or the emotion 

Roxanne found that the message of most images was in the story they told. The Ledger 

drawings were a historical record of a battle between Indians and soldiers. The Egyptian 

tomb painting was about two important people. Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of 

June was literally about "working according to the calendar." The Goya is "about killing a 

man, death." 

But for others the message was more general. Klee's Head of a Man conveyed 

"unsureness, lopsided. It's just that, unbalanced." Flower Day showed respect for women. 

High Wall was about animals and peacefulness. The Hardin was attractive and difficult to 

do and, Roxanne said, "It seems like they're speaking. They are showing different feelings 

with their faces." 

Finally, for one there was no apparent meaning. In Roxanne's view, the familial' Navajo 

blanket was merely useful. 

Judgment is personal 

Roxanne judged as good those images that she liked. Often what she liked was the colors 

or the fact that it was "different" like the DeKooning or the Klee. Her three favorites were 

the most abstract of the images we looked at. What she did not like was the Remington or 

the Egyptian tomb painting or the Goya-images that were, to some greater or lesser 

extent, realistic. Even though Roxanne used a realist or fonmllist stance for analyzing the 

aesthetic qualities of an image, when jUdging its worth, she returned to a favoritist stance. 

She was not yet able to apply the conventional criteria of realism, expressionism, or 

fonnalism to the task of judging the merit of the image. 
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Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

As Roxanne explained, she knew little of her own cultural traditions. What she did know 

of weaving, she interpreted as being primarily functional and didn't acknowledge the 

culturally symbolic or spiritual aspects of the craft. She described herself as very busy, not 

having time to learn about weaving or any of the other Navajo crafts or the traditional 

ceremonies. Art had not been an important part of her life to the time of our interviews. 

When I asked her what influence an ill·tist's cultural background or education might have on 

her work she responded, "I know a lot of people who have had no art education who are 

fantastic drawers (sic). So, their culture, I guess ... what they see is what they draw. What 

they are surrounded by is what they draw. So I guess it would vary by culture." She 

wasn't aware of the ways one's cultural values might also impact what one draws. She had 

not considered the role that art knowledge might playas well. 

Roxanne thought that the kind of rut that a person chose to own made a statement about 

who that person was. She wished she could own some art, but felt that most Navajo would 

not even consider displaying art that was not Navajo. "Maybe traditional art is important, 

but art like this (indicating the abstracts that she favored) not even. Not even considered to 

be put up." This reflected the values that Roxanne had acquired, but are not universally true 

for Navajo people. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

When I asked her to identify those images that were done by women, Roxanne initially 

chose only the DeKooning. I believe she had read the label. Then she realized that the 

blanket had to have been done by a woman as well. She was aware that in other tribes, like 

the Hopi, men weave. She stated again that the blanket was made out of necessity and, 



therefore, may not be art in the same sense as paintings. When I pointed out that Cassatt 

was a woman, she said, "Wow, that's nice. I should have known." Roxanne also 

commented that in the images by men she saw more violence. 

What Roxanne's case reveals about her aesthetic development 
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When asked to describe the images, Roxanne responded in a straightforward and objective 

way. She named the objects she saw, then went on to describe the degree to which the 

artist was skillful in creating a realistic representation. Alternately, she described the way 

the artist used art elements to create a more abstract composition. She had acquired a basic 

art vocabulary and a beginning understanding of fonnalist concerns in composition. 

Constnlcting significant meaning from an image was difficult for Roxanne. Only in the first 

two images did she respond to the expressive content of the work. In Picasso's Weeping 

Woman with Hands she saw a reflection of her immediate feelings, and in Cassatt's 

Swnmertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat she found relief from her anxious state of 

mind. When she turned to the task of examining other images she did not experience a 

strong response. Even when looking at Native American images, particularly the blanket, 

she did not find significant meaning. 

When making judgments about the images she used an intuitive approach. She thought that 

the best images were those she liked the most. She did not support her judgments with 

either conventional or personally constructed criteria. Her ability to understand or construct 

meaning from the images was more naive than was her ability to apply art vocabulary and 

concepts to her descriptions of the images. Her limited experience in making art was 

reflected in her limited understanding of the kinds of technical and aesthetic problems artists 

must set and solve in their work. 
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Her art history knowledge was also quite limited. She recognized the broad time periods in 

which various images were created. She did not recognize particular styles or artists. She 

could not determine which images were by women except to say that she saw more 

violence in images by men. She responded to each image at a naive level. 

Roxanne's limited knowledge of Navajo art forms was the result of her nontraditional 

upbringing. She hadn't yet found time to learn more about Navajo art and culture. At some 

time in the future, Roxanne's commitment to her people may stimulate a deeper study of 

Navajo traditional culture. Perhaps then she will find deeper meaning in traditional art 

forms. 

DALLES: A Navajo School Boy 

Dalles was, at the time of the interviews, a 10 year old, 5th grade student at an intennediate 

school (grades 3 through 6) on the Navajo reservation in northeastern Arizona. This was 

the same school in which I interviewed Tiffany. The walls were covered with huge and 

beautiful murals depicting Navajo subjects and painted by local artists. 

He appeared to be a very bright young man whose family encouraged him in his academic 

pursuits. He had just heard that he would be attending an academic summer school in 

Colorado. The day of our first interview Dalles was intent on finishing his science fair 

exhibit and had difficulty concentrating on the task at hand. The next day he was calmer 

and focused. 

Dalles said that he liked all kinds of art, not just Navajo art, and had learned about it both at 

home and at school. His grandmother weaves rugs to sell, and she has shown him how she 



does it. His father carves. This familiarity with art was reflected in his appropriate 

application of art vocabulary to the things he saw in the images. 

Looking for the story in images: First description 
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Dalles was very consistent in his approach to describing images. He nearly always began 

with a listing of the objects and events depicted. The one exception was the Navajo Third 

Phase Chiefs Blanket. 

It looks as if two buffalos are fighting, a horse, looks like a deer, another 

buffalo ... animals! Well, you see there is the rock and you are standing on 

top of it and there's a valley here. Two animals right here are standing on 

air.-DeKooning's High Wall 

It looks like the soldiers are going to shoot people. And some people are 

dead and some people are scared, some people are going to surrender and 

there is a big castle, a hill.-Goya's Execution on the Third of May 

Eleven people, you have to find the face and designs on the clothes, the 

robes.-Hardin's The Original Robes 

It's a round shape with a neck and shoulders, eyebrows, and its neck don't 

~) look real and its shoulders don't look real. His eyes are all out of place 

and his neck is stretched out.-Klee's Head of a Man 

This is not real, not like other pictures. It's like jumbled, a cartoon.

Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 



It has black and white lines and diamond designs.-Navajo Third Phase 

Chiefs Blanket 
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Dalles used the approach of a confirmed realist in describing each of the images except the 

Navajo blanket. He was disturbed by those images in which the artist did not represent 

people and objects realistically. 

When Dalles talked about the blanket he turned to a discussion of the design elements. This 

is a perfectly appropriate way to describe an object that is characterized by an abstract, 

symbolic design. 

Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

Again, when Dalles turned to a discussion of the aesthetic properties of the images, he 

spoke of how the color, line, perspective, or other elements contributed to the objects. 

When I asked him what kinds of lines he saw in High Wall, he said he saw "straight, 

straight, curvy animals." 

Lots of overlapping and curvy shapes. Some straight shapes like the trees. 

It has a front, a middle, and a background.-Remington's Prospecting for 

Cattle Range 

Lots of triangle lines in the castle and like half a circle shape in the calendar 

and the people, some of the parts of the bodies are straight and some are 

round.-Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June 
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When I asked the same question about line in Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in 

a Rowboat, he went into a lot of detail about the lines, "lots of squiggly lines," that were 

created by brushstrokes. When I asked about texture, he said that "when the paint dries it 

leaves like little bumps on top of it." This was a formalist response. His interest was in the 

surface qualities of the image. 

Dalles made insightful and complete responses to my questions about the sensory and 

formal properties of each image that reflected his knowledge of art vocabulary and 

concepts. Each of his discussions revolved around the realist's concern with using aesthetic 

properties in creating an accurate representation of the world. 

The role of technical properties in making things real 

Still in a realist stance, Dalles detelmined the technical difficulty of an image according to 

the challenge of creating an imitation of reality. Because Dalles thought he was very good at 

drawing animals, he felt that DeKooning's biggest technical challenge would be to "put the 

different colors in." The animal shapes suggested in the image would not be difficult for the 

artist who knew how to draw. Dalles expects that a good artist can draw well. Goya's 

Execution on the Third of May presented, in his view, a more difficult drawing problem. 

"Doing all the people and real, like they look in a picture. Drawing was the hardest part of 

the picture." 

But Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands "looks like [it was] easier to do because all he 

had to do was just outline shapes and fill them in." The hardest part would be "where the 

parts are smaller." The Egyptian tomb painting presented a similar problem in that "the 

designs in back are real small and there are a bunch of small designs. You'd have to use a 
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little brush to do this detail." Dalles had the same general comment to make about Hardin's 

The Original Robes. The realist values an artist's skill and patience as evidenced in attention 

to detail. 

High praise for technical skill went to Remington "because the people look real and it has a 

lot of overlapping and it just looks real." But scant praise went to Klee for the simple, flat 

shapes in Head of a Man. The Ledger drawings were "easy because it is just a cartoon like 

drawing." 

Interpretation is first based on what is seen 

The idea he saw in the Egyptian tomb painting was the giving of gifts. The message behind 

Remington's Prospecting for Cattle Range was about "guys going hunting or something" 

because they might be hungry. As a realist he found ideas literally in the actions 

represented. 

He said of Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands that "it looks like a girl, if it is a girl, 

needing help. Sad." In Hardin's The Original Robes Dalles saw a variety of emotions on 

the faces of the figures. But he thought that the artist was communicating the idea that an 

artist should "use different designs in your painting." As a realist he found the feelings 

expressed literally in the faces. 

Dalles saw no ideas or feelings expressed in the Navajo blanket. "It's just a design. Just a 

blanket." He did not recognize anything symbolic or spiritual in the blanket's design or 

execution. The realist isn't aware of, or concerned with, underlying meaning in abstract 

compositions. Dalles found no ideas or feelings in Klee's Head of a Man. 
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Dalles thought that DeKooning had painted High Wall because she was "an animal lover or 

something" and, presumably, wanted to share that love with others. Goya's Execution on 

the Third o/May made Dalles sad. He did not think this was a good subject "because there 

is a bunch of violence in it." He thought that Goya might have been trying to say "make 

peace." The Ledger drawings made Dalles "sad, because the criminals are being tortured." 

But what made it a good subject was that "the good guys are going to catch the bad guys." 

Even when the subject was sad or violent, he tried to find the instructive moral message 

underlying that violence. Dalles showed a secondary interest in the instrumental 

interpretation of images as he looked for the values that can be expressed in m't, 

Judgment tnl<es severn I perspectives 

Dalles thought that DeKooning's High Wall, his favorite image, was good for two reasons. 

First he thought it was good because animals help us. The second was that he enjoyed 

finding the animals hidden in the image. His second favorite image was Hardin's The 

Original Robes. He thought it was good because "it shows different kinds of robes and it's 

pretty." It is only from a naive fOim of realism that this image could be considered to reflect 

the real appearance of women in robes, but Dalles loved the colors and the designs that 

reminded him of his grandmother'S and auntie's shawls. He judged the Goya to be a good 

painting both in its technical difficulties and "in a peace way," even though he did not like 

the violence portrayed. The Egyptian tomb painting was good because it showed that "they 

were sharing or something." 

On the other hand he did not judge the Klee to be good "cuz it's not how people really 

look. It looks like a cartoon just looking at me." The realist found Klee's simple abstraction 

to be unskillful. The same problems with cartoon-like drawing helped Dalles judge the 

Ledger drawings to be technically not very good. 
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The Navajo blanket was a good one because it "was made for a chief or something" and 

that made it better than one made for an ordinary person. The status of the owner conveys 

status on the object, an instrumentalist view. 

Dalles thought that realistically portrayed images were better than more cartoon-like or 

abstract images. Nevertheless, his favorite images were the DeKooning and the Hardin. 

Both of these images are somewhat abstract but interesting and complex in design. They 

held Dalles' interest as he looked for more and more in the image. Dalles seems to be 

looking for more from mt than an immediately recognized story characteristic of the realistic 

image. 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Dalles knew something of his Navajo cultural heritage. He spoke Navajo and grew up in a 

fairly traditional family on the reservation. Members of his family carve and weave, but not 

for sale. He was somewhat aware of the technical requirements of weaving. His 

understanding is not as rich as Tiffany's, though. He focused on the functional or status 

value and did not see the symbolic or spiritual value in the Navajo blanket. He thought that 

Hardin might have gone to an Indian trading post and decided to use some of the designs 

she saw in The Original Robes. 

Dalles did not have a sense of art history or an understanding of art styles. As a result, he 

had difficulty placing images in their historical or cultural contexts. He thought the 

Egyptian tomb painting was Mayan. This might have been the influence of the current 

study of Aztec and Mayan cultures taking place in the school. There are some similar 

stylistic elements that might have triggered this connection. Like Tiffany, Dalles thought 

that Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June was set in England. 
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Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

I asked Dalles which of the images might have been made by women. He decided that the 

blanket was done by a woman. This was predictable based on his personal experience with 

women in his family who weave. He chose the Hardin because the designs reminded him 

of blankets, which are made by women. He thought Summertime: Woman and Child in a 

Rowboat was by a woman because there was a woman in it. But that same logic did not 

hold for the Picasso. He did not guess that High Wall was by a woman. Dalles did not 

have the art historical knowledge to know the names and styles of women artists. His one 

appropriate strategy was to look for a label in the image that might reveal the artist's 

gender. 

Navajo boys like to practice their drawing of horses. Dalles thinks he draws them fairly 

well. As a result he is critical of an artist's effort to represent horses. Remington's horses 

were best. DeKooning's were not as difficult to do because they consisted merely of 

suggested outlines, but the horses in the Ledger drawings were cm·taon-Iike and not of 

good quality. 

What Dalles' case reveals about his aesthetic development 

Dalles had acquired a good art vocabulary and was very perceptive of the aesthetic qualities 

of images. This was probably the result of his art classes at school. He used his knowledge 

of art vocabulary and LU1 concepts to accurately describe the visible aesthetic properties of 

the images. He usually thought the artist was telling a story about some event or activity 

that seemed to be taking place. He, like Tiffany, particularly admired the artist who put a 

great deal of time and detail into her work. He was especially aware of the skill needed to 

draw horses. 
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The predominant stance that Dalles used for ten of eleven images was realism. His 

description of aesthetic properties and his interpretation and judgment of the images was 

finnly based in the degree to which the artist accurately portrayed the real world. When he 

felt emotion evoked by an image, he "read" that emotion from the faces in the image. This, 

too, is characteristic of the realist stance. A secondary way in which he viewed several 

images was in their ability to make a moral point: love animals, make peace, punish bad 

guys. This is the instrumental stance. He employed both of these stances at a naive level. 

Dalles responded to one image, the Navajo blanket, in a totally different way. Dalles used 

instrumentalist and formalist stances with the Navajo blanket. He did not use these 

approaches with any other image. He did not seem aware of how appropriate it was for that 

image and how differently he was talking aboLlt this image comp(U'ed to all the others. 

Because he had limited knowledge of weaving, he wasn't aware of the cultural meanings 

woven into the blanket. 

Though he lived in a traditional Navajo community, Dalles was not consciously aware of 

cultural values when talking about art. His school experiences with art and culture had 

given him a limited understanding of other cultures. This knowledge of cultures was not 

sufficient to help him place images accurately within cultures. He interpreted the meaning 

of the images from his immediate perception. Dalles seemed genuinely engaged in looking 

at and talking abollt art. With more exposure to different kinds of art and some knowledge 

of the variety of reasons ,mists have had for making ,U't at different times and in different 

places, Dalles may develop a deeper understanding and appreciation for diverse art fonns, 

including Navajo arts, than he currently possesses. 
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TONALEA COWBOY: A Navajo High School Boy 

This high school senior chose as his pseudonym a name that refers to his home on the 

reservation northeast of the Navajo boarding school where he was a student. He was 

recommended to me by his art teachers. He had had several art courses in high school. We 

met in the art office during his art class period. 

T.e. introduced himself to me in traditional Navajo style, naming his maternal and paternal 

clans. He went on to explain why that was important to Navajo people as a means of 

identifying family relationships and connections between strangers. He was quiet and, I 

thought, a little distracted. I tried to arrange the chairs, tape recorder, and images in such a 

way that he could respond to my questions without having to look directly at me. I pushed 

back from the table a little to his right and behind him in order to be less intmsive. 

When I asked him about his experiences with art, T.e. told me that he and his uncle and 

his brothers "used to draw at home. Sitting at the table we used to draw, like then we were 

into drawing." His first art classes were in high school and he thought he would like to 

continue in art. When I asked if he liked traditional art he said, "I go to both, contemporary 

and traditional. I usually draw all three (realistic, abstract, traditional). The only thing, 

some days I like to do realistic (drawings). There are certain days I just like to draw 

cmtoons, abstract." He was not sure that his culture or family experiences had any 

influence on the kinds of things he was interested in drawing or painting. 

Because time was short and T.e. seemed somewhat tired, I had to abbreviate the interview 

process after he had looked at three images thoroughly. We began with the images he liked 

the most. 
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Looking for subject and feeling in images: First description 

His first and favorite choice of images was DeKooning's High Wall, then Rivera's Flower 

Day, then Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat. 

A bunch of hieroglyphics on there. Mainly buffalos, horses, and deer. 

There is a buffalo, two buffalos head to head, a horse running the other 

way, looks like birds, hawks, another horse running. There's a deer up 

here. I don't know if this is a hog or something, but it is behind an image of 

a buffalo.-DeKooning's High Wall. 

It looks like a man carrying something up to there, some kind of plants, 

maybe it's his family he's carrying things to, talking about something.

Rivera's Flower Day 

Just a sense of love and belonging, caring.- Cassatt's Summertime: 

Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

He used two different initial responses. First, a realist stance that described the objects in 

the images. Then, for the third image, an expressionist stance that focused on the human 

condition, the relationship between mother and child. For the remaining seven images that 

he briefly viewed, his responses alternated about equally between a realist stance and an 

expressionist stance. 

The only exception was the Navajo blanket. This time he used an institutional stance saying 

that the meaning of the blanket would be known to those for whom it was intended and that 

it met the Native American standards of that time long ago. 
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Analyzing the aesthetic properties of the images 

When T.C. analyzed the aesthetic properties of the work, it was evident that he had learned 

his formal art concepts well and was able to use them in describing the composition of the 

images. 

That color, the red-orange in the center, starts from here, this way, then 

follows the horse running this way and follows our eyes to these two here 

and then they come back because of the spotted image of the horse again, 

because this horse goes off the page this way .... Sight lines. They use sight 

lines in this. Actual lines, a continuous line.-DeKooning's High Wall 

The colors would be the black hair on the guy that's carrying the white, the 

one that catches the eye. The leaves, the shape of the leaves on top and the 

sight lines that go down here and catch the two people down here and 

brings them down, brings them into focus with the eye. It's symmetrical. If 

you think about it, it's balanced. I-Ie's done most of it with color and 

shape.-Rivera's Flower Day 

Asymmetrical. The dark colors. It's all dark up here and then light and dark 

down here again. There's more dark here to balance it.-Cassatt's 

Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

The ability to see and analyze how the artist has organized the composition to draw your 

eye through it is an advanced perceptual and analytic skill that T.C. had mastered. He also 

did an excellent job of analyzing how Cassatt had balanced her quite asymmetrical 

composition. 
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The role of technical properties in expression 

The ability to carefully analyze composition can be learned through discussion and study, 

but usually it is developed in the context of making art as well. T.e. used his knowledge of 

art making in talking about the technical aspects of these images. 

When I draw, it's like your (sic) imagination flows. This guy did the same 

thing. His imagination probably flowed. [You would need to] know how to 

carry a person's eyes around the paper. Your colors. A color will catch a 

person's eye.-DeKooning's High Wall 

Putting the idea together ... so it all works out.-Rivera's Flower Day 

Interpretation is in the expression 

T.e. finds meaning in each image that is rooted in its expressive message. In each case he 

focuses on the underlying theme of emotion he finds in the image. 

People wherever these petroglyphs are, whoever came up with it, probably 

thought the old ancestors of ours used to hunt these, used for survival, used 

the horses to kill the buffalo here and the deer here and go out and kill the 

hawks, probably. Probably wanting to be free, running free. I think free, be 

free.-DeKooning's Higiz Wall 

A cheerful mood. Helping. Support. A sense of belonging.-Rivera's 

Flower Day 



A sense of love and belonging. A sense of peaceful. The painting says 

something.-Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat 

Judgment is a personal matter 
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The three images that he chose as his favorites each evoked for T.C. strong emotional 

response. This was the basis for his jUdging them best. When he talked about the Navajo 

blanket, he judged that it was a good example of a Navajo blanket based on prevailing 

standards of the time, but he didn't get significant meaning from it. It did not evoke an 

emotional response. As he looked through my large set of images, he chose very few that 

he liked. These often had a sense of family or community. "Caring and loving. Being for 

one another. Family pride and spirit." These were the themes that were especially appealing 

to T.C. This is consistent with the expressionist stance. 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic ,'esponse 

T.C. reported an interest in both traditional and contemporary art forms. He chose no 

Native American images among his favorites, but he thought that the DeKooning was 

based on ancient Native American petroglyphs. When I told him that it was probably 

painted in a New York studio by a woman artist he was not dismayed. Instead he said that 

she had probably seen petroglyphs or pictures of petroglyphs and was inspired by them. 

The Navajo have borrowed art forms and designs from neighboring cultures and have no 

concerns about this kind of cultural borrowing. 

T.C. placed the Rivera as a Great Plains painting. He recognized the native subject matter, 

but was unable to differentiate between the Mexican setting and symbolism and that of the 

Great Plains. The art teachers at this school were just planning to teach an art history 

course. Their students did not have a strong art history background. They did not have 
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access to a wide range of images, especially Native American images, to study or to 

borrow from for their own work. The result is that T.e. had limited strategies for placing 

an image within its cultural, historical, or aesthetic context. Of the Ledger drawings he 

said, "Don't understand it. It's a little bit weird." 

He was able to identify the Navajo blanket as from his own culture, but from a distant time. 

As a result his understanding of its meaning and significance was limited. His knowledge 

of his own cultural art fornlS was less limited than his knowledge of other art forms but 

neither was yet consciollsly developed. T.e. had a tendency to categorize images by non

Native American artists as by or about Native Americans. 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

As a Navajo boy T.C. had spent many holll's drawing, especially drawing horses. He said 

he had not spent mllch time drawing people. This technical experience has contributed to 

his understanding of the challenges artists face in their work when trying to create realistic 

images. 

T.C. had no strategies for distinguishing images made by women from those made by 

men. Three of his five favorite images were by women. A consideration of gender did not 

enter into his discussion of or interpretation of images. 

What T.e.'s case reveals about his aesthetic development 

T.e.'s art education has provided him with an excellent understanding of fOlmal art 

concepts and the vocabulary to accompany this understanding. This is evident in his 

analysis of images. This formalist analysis ultimately serves an expressionist stance. T.e. 

regularly returns to certain big ideas about human relationships. He values the expression 



of caring and belonging among families and communities and nature. This expressive 

theme may be generated by his Navajo cultural values. 
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The lack of concern for gender issues may also be cultural. T.e. did not make any 

comments about images that could be related to issues of gender. Only his reporting of his 

own drawing with all male family members indicated that drawing is an activity valued and 

practiced among Navajo males. 

T.e. likes art and wants to pursue it beyond high school. He already has developed some 

artistic skill and an understanding of the language of art. He does not have the art historical 

knowledge to enable his understanding of the many cultures and contexts in which art is 

created. 

ALAN: A Navajo Art Teacher 

Alan taught art at a boarding high school on the Navajo reservation at the time of my 

interview with him in May, 1993. Olll' conversation was brisk. We interrupted each other a 

lot and the talk was ciuU'llcterized by a kind of art insider's talk punctuated with lots of 

grunts and yups. Alan definitely dominated the conversation. He described himself very 

thoroughly. 

I am Navajo from the Salt Bitter Water clan. There is a debate between the 

Navajo tribe itself as to how many different clans we have. Some people 

will say we have four, others will say we have five. But I'm one of the four 

major clans, Salt Bitter Water. I didn't grow up on the reservation at all. My 

parents were relocated to a Navajo Army Depot just west of Flag, so I grew 

up there. I didn't grow up on the reservation. 



I grew up in a very lush, plush landscape. Full of deer and elk and bear, 

mountain lion, so I started to hunt and fish. More so than lots of Navajos 

here. I would like to see how many of these young kids here have seen 

herds of elk of about eighty or a hundred in a herd. But I have. I've gotten 

to hunt them and got to track them and got to see them. And there are times 

when I got up in the morning and got on the school bus and right across the 

roadway would be a whole herd of elk grazing. And so, in a sense, I feel I 

am very lucky to have grown up in that type of environment. 

Umm, I got to experience more things than the typical, average Navajo 

would, because of living near a so-called town, which is considered a city 

now. And so my education background is very strong, because I went to 

public schools. 

My grandfather, who I got to meet before he passed away, was one of the 

first twelve judges, Navajo judges, on the reservation. On my mother's 

side, my grandmother, who I never got to meet, was one of the first Navajo 

teachers. [She] taught at S1. Michael's Catholic School. And so, my lineage 

for education is very strong. My grandfather always told me, "Go as far as 

you can in the White Man's world, but never forget who you are, where 

your roots are from." And I got close to my grandfather, more so than any 

of my siblings, because I spent summers with him. We got quite close and 

he said a lot of things to me that I'm practicing today because of what he 

said. And what's really funny, if you look at my family, I'm probably the 

one that is carrying the Navajo tradition to this extent. 
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I'm a Sun Dancer. I've been dancing nine years. I've been doing it for nine 

years because of the struggle of my people. And when I say my people, it 

isn't only just the Navajo, but I'm talking about the indigenous people 

around the Big Mountain area. The land dispute. I grew up in the time of the 

American Indian Movement, so I think that also is pretty much instilled in 

me, that point. I am also a Vietnam veteran, returned. I've gone to college. 

I'in the only one in the family who's pursued a Master's degree. 

My older brother was the old hippie guy. He went to the university and he 

liked ceramics and then while r was in the service, almost ready to get out, I 

was on leave, and I went home and he took me over to the ceramics room at 

the university and, aaarrrggghhh, wow, I got to see the different things. At 

the time they had glassblowing there too and I said, "Mmmmm, this looks 

like fun!!!" I was hooked, line, sinker, and all. 

Looldng for' the meaning in images: First description 

Alan's descriptions of images ranged frolll focus to different focus. He tended to 

investigate the formal aspects of the work first. 

Looks like there is a lot of value, light and dark contrasts. Elements of art. 

Nice subject matter. Mom and child. I like the way he used his [tools] to 

create texture, a lot of movement.-Cassatt's Summertime: Woman and 

Child in a Rowboat 

I always like Freddy's work. His style is realism. Then the way he uses 

very brilliant colors and the way he uses spatial cues .... .!t seems the guys 
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are coming out of the tree line. Maybe they are hunting.-Remington's 

Prospecting for Cattle Range 

This seems to be very repetitious just in terms of the overall shapes used to 

portray these ... gods ... I guess I would call them. I see a lot of Native 

American, ummm, I guess the word is motif. I see a lot of strong Native 

American symbolism. To me it looks like a real spiritual painting.

Hardin's The Original Robes 

This looks like a good one. I like this style. Very down to earth. I can relate 

to it because my wife is a campasina and the subject matter was always 

dealing with the everyday life of the poor and indigenous people. I like the 

way he used the very intensity of the red and then contrasts that with the 

black and the white and the yellow.-Rivera's Flower Day 

This one here is the Little Big Horn. Here are different warriors. 

Symbolism galore. Elements are very primitive or, should I say, 

simplistic.-Ledger drawings 

I like the way this individual did vertical placement. And also, it looks like 

they were trying to get an understanding of something special, such as size 

to distance. And I guess, I would say it's more of a horizontal type of 

balance. As far as difficulty, I'd say it's pretty difficult, especially the 

chapel, I guess that's what it is and then the astrological chart there. I think 

there is a lot of symbolism behind this, because back in those days religion 
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and state were all one and the same. Here it looks like there was a lot of 

religious influence.-Limbourg's Haymaking in the Month of June 
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Alan incorporated his views on the subject matter, the art historical connection, the formal 

elements, and the style of the image with his judgment of it in one opening set of remarks. 

His remarks shift focus to accurately mirror the aesthetic concerns of the artist and the art 

context in which the image was made. Then, in response to my questions, he elaborated 

upon his comments. 

Analyzing the aesthetic propel,ties of the images 

Alan has the advanced understanding of aesthetic propelties and the tluent use of art terms 

that one would expect of an excellent art teacher. He uses his skills and knowledge to good 

advantage. He did a thorough analysis of each image. Here are two examples. 

Modern art. Almost looks like hieroglyphics. Caveman art. I see a horse, 

buffalo, bunch of buffalos, deer, and because of the lines being broken up, 

a lot of feeling of movement. A lot of cool and hot color mixing. A lot of 

lines, there seem to be more horizontal. It seems to convey a lot of feelings 

through the medium of color. And I see some secondary imagery. I like the 

way that the individual left enough room for the mind, the viewer's mind to 

interact with the paint.-DeKooning's High Wall 

I see a lot of vertical and horizontal and diagonal balance. It has a very 

strong focal point in this individual and then with the flowers that draw you 

to him and the contrast of the black hair and the white flowers. I like 

contrast between the values, intensity, the use of the colors. the earth tones 



and lot of things relating to the earth. A lot of symbolism to his colors.

Rivera's Flower Day 

The role of technical properties in expression 

As an art teacher whose major interests have been on making art, Alan understands the 

technical challenges that artists face. He often puts these challenges in relationship to the 

difficulties that student artists have with technical problems. 

The way the individual does this, I think for the high school student it 

would be hard. For the art major in college it might not be too hard. If we 

got someone, let's say a freshman or sophomore, they would basically do 

the same thing, but they wouldn't understand what's working and as far as 

getting the realistic quality of the face and the fullness of the body, they may 

run into some problems there as well as the, umm, elements of light, value, 

shadow, highlight, cross shadow, reflective light.-Cassatt's Summertime: 

Woman and Child it! a Rowboat 

The reason I don't think it is very difficult is because of so many 

curvilinears and rectilinears behind it. Basic shapes, repetition to the shapes. 

The hardest part of this thing would probably be getting the value changes 

in some of the areas going on.-Rivera's Flower Day 

Interpretation is both personal and cultural 
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Alan understands the conventional interpretations of well-known art images. He also holds 

very personal opinions about the meaning behind images. 



I always did like this style of art. 'euz often they catch the quality, the 

feeling of what it was like in that day. It's one of the facets of life. As an 

artist we try to capture a part of life on the picture plane that would be very 

reflective or where the viewer could relate to what the artist is trying to do. I 

think it is about a way of life. That's the way it's told, from the point of 

view of the cattle ranch. Umm, and I guess, if you are thinking as far as the 

cattle men, it's probably [about an] idea, because you are always looking 

for that wonderful grazing land that .... Umm, but that's how I see it myself 

because of my background. I grew up in the forest. And I hunt, so I can 

relate to this painting very well.-Remington's Prospecting for Cattle 

Range 

I think that at the time it was done it was about feelings. But today I think it 

is about ideas. Like I said, it would be nice if our kids came in and gave us 

gifts. There is a lot of cultural symbolism in here. I think this goes way 

back to Biblical times when they said that the Indians were one of the Seven 

Lost Tribes. And I think, these were some of the original tribes. They lise a 

lot of symbolism in their everyday wear and what's written on the walls. 

And what's incorporated in the furniture. Notice that the actual footing of 

the furniture is above ground. And even their feet are above ground. This 

little thing that he carries means he's a person of some importance. And 

these little conehead things on their heads remind me of some of the 

headgear that some native peoples wear. Yeah, there is a lot of 

symboIism.-Egyptian tomb painting 

133 



He is what we call a sellout. Sellouts. Also back in the old days they called 

them "Hang around the forts". Today we call them BIA Indians. (Laughter) 

He's even blue. It must be lack of oxygen, because he's dying. Actually it 

could be because of his color. Each of the Indians have different colors, like 

some have yellow, some have red. Ahh, even in the shields. The reason is 

that they were representing the wind. I see a lot of feelings put in this 

because of how the Native American or northern Lakota people were treated 

by the government back then. I notice two, three of these dogs and they are 

howling or making noises. Sometimes in the Indian way of Ii fe they say 

when a human life is ready to end a dog will signify that through 

howling.-Ledger drawings 

Probably [the blue and white center] is the focal point and balance. Also, 

probably, because in that area, in the Navajo way, in the old days it was 

said that we have healing twins and they help slay your monsters. But also, 

in reality, we are twins, half male and half female, which is father and 

mother. And, in the Navajo way, they say the top part is the male and the 

lower part is your female. And the reason that should be said, it should be 

said as if praying. That's why, in the Navajo language, we don't have any 

cuss words! Because we're done in beauty. So the same thing here. What 

could put this person in despair may not be only violence as far as actually 

physical violence, but verbal abuse. And so here, this coldness right here in 

the center, could be because of verbal communication, of what was said.

Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands 
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Each of his interpretations is interwoven with ideas drawn from his own cultural 

background. So, while he understands what Picasso may have had in mind, he also 

evaluates Weeping Woman with Hands from his own perspective. 

Judgment is a pel"sonal matter 
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Alan said that "anything is a good subject for painting, but it depends on the artist who 

feels the aesthetic value to put it on the canvas or in the picture frame." He sees no limits to 

the kinds of things artists can express in their work. He thought the Cassatt was a good 

example of the mother and child genre. Remington was unequivocally, in Alan's view, a 

master of realism and capturing the quality of the Western life. He liked every image, but 

for a wide range of reasons, representing each of the aesthetic stances. The Egyptian tomb 

painting was a good painting "for that time and for now, yes. I think they were a little bit 

ahead of their time." Of the Navajo blanket he said, "I like this blanket. I t is very simplistic, 

but there is a lot of meaning." 

Culture as an aspect of aesthetic I"esponse 

His cultural background as a Navajo pel111eated Alan's discussion of images. It provides 

the foundation upon which his responses to all art are constructed. However, Alan, by his 

own report, was not raised on the reservation in a traditional family. Only when, as an 

adult, he had become reacquainted with his grandfather did he develop his deep interest in 

and knowledge of his Navajo culture. His interest in art came after his public school 

education as well. Alan is committed to preserving his culture and sharing it with others. 

As a result, one way that he looks at art is through Navajo eyes. Even when the work is not 

by a Native American, his interpretation includes an aspect that reflects his interest in 

cultures. When speaking about the Egyptian tomb painting he said, "There is a lot of 

cultural symbolism in here. I think this goes way back to Biblical times when they said that 
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the Indians were one of the Seven Lost Tribes. And, I think, these were some of the 

original tribes." Also, he bought the Navajo perspective to Picasso's Weeping Woman 

when he spoke of the blue and white coldness in the center of the painting that would come 

from physical or verbal violence, which is condemned in Navajo culture, because it 

destroys one's beauty and harmony. 

When he talked of Hardin's The Original Robes he said, "The rhythm seems to be like a 

Native American beat. For a Native American, they'd have a lot to say about it (the 

symbolism in the design). Like this here (pointing) represents war." He went on to say, "It 

reminds me of Hopi and Tewa pots." I think you get a good percent of what's going on if 

you know what the symbolism behind it means. These are women because of the fringes at 

the bottom. Men ... don't wear fringes." 

The Ledger drawings brought out a variety of cultural perspectives. Alan could ascribe 

meaning to each of the colors used. Blue colored figures were dying for lack of oxygen. 

Each tribe was represented by a different red or yellow. The howling dogs symbolized the 

ending of a life. Moving from a discllssion of symbolism he talks of the artist's technique. 

"Elements are very ... simplistic. Because again, this flat art, as far as Western culture's 

view of art demands, is not the same as the Native American's view of flat art. Here is one 

of the first Native Americans that showed individuals." When I asked him if it represented 

an early assimilation of a Western manner of representation he said, "Yes, I think that 

would be pretty accurate." 

Gender as an aspect of aesthetic response 

Alan did not think that there would be much difference, in any dimension or quality, 

between the art women would make and the art men would make. He did, on the other 
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hand, comment about the Cassatt that "it seems to be a female who did this piece .... lt's one 

of those maternal lines. " Only in his art classes did he notice that in his sculpture classes 

girls complained about getting dirty or that it was too much work. 

When I asked him who wove the Navajo blanket he told the story of Spider Woman. 

I would say probably the wife to the chief. Or back in those days the chief 

was usually the head of the clan or the family unit, so it was either the 

grundmother weaving it for her son-in-law or her son or it could be the wife 

of the chief or one of the clan women. Back in the old days not too many of 

the men wove. I mean, there were some, but not too many. Not like the 

Hopis. The Hopis, lot of the men weave. The Navajo way of life was very 

different back then because we were fighting for different nations. We 

didn't have too much time to sit around and weave. We always had to watch 

out for the women, the children, our livestock that we stole from our 

neighbors and, you know. So I would say it was a female. It is a later style 

than the originals, because I don't see a hole in the center. Because it was 

Spider Woman who taught the women how to weave and it was Spider 

Woman who told them that they had to leave a hole in the middle. But the 

truders wanted them to weave up the holes, so they did. 

Yet,like every other participant, when he was not sure of the artist's gender, he used the 

pronoun "he" when speaking about the artist. 
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What Alan's case reveals about his aesthetic development 

Alan discovered both art and his traditional culture as a young adult. His brother acquainted 

him with art through a visit to the university ceramic studios and his grandfather coached 

him in his Navajo heritage. Through his own quest of discovery Alan had become an 

expert in art and he brought his own Navajo perspective to his approach to looking at and 

talking about art. His knowledge of Western art history was extensive and his knowledge 

of the art of Native Americans and other cultural groups was also extensive. He was readily 

able to place a majority of images in their cultural, historical context. 

As an art teacher who is an artist himself, Alan appreciated the variety of technical 

challenges that artists encounter in their work. He repeatedly commented on ways that his 

students might approach the same technical challenges. He admired the realism of 

Remington and the difficulties of realistic representation. Yet he responded with enthusiasm 

to all kinds of art. There was nothing we looked at that he really disliked. 

Alan is able to use multiple stances when responding to art images. He moved fluently 

from discussions of realistic images to the stylized conventions of the Egyptian tomb 

painting to the abstraction of Picasso always choosing a perspective that was appropriate to 

the aesthetic issues presented by the image itself. He used a pluralist stance at an expert 

level. 

Summary 

Each of the twelve participants brought unique personal and cultural perspectives to their 

understanding of art. These two small !,'TOUpS could not be said to represent the full range 

of responses to art that would be expected from a larger sample. But they do reveal a rich 

source of information. Both between the sexes within their cultural group, or across the 
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two groups, there were some things shared in common and some things unique to the 

individual or the group. It is the common threads that form the strong warp that we try to 

lay in educational settings while weaving the unique ideas and experiences of individuals 

into a colorful weft. Without that strong warp of common understanding, gained through 

conversations and negotiations, the unique weft would be only colorful bits of loose 

thread. 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

By becoming aware of ourselves as questioners, as makers 

of meaning, as persons engaged in constructing and 

reconstructing realities with those around us we may be able 

to communicate to students the notion that reality depends on 

perspective, that its construction is never complete, and that 

there is always more.-Greene (1995) 
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Comparing the respolt'les of Mexican AnlCllcan females to Mexican American males 

When the responses of all the Mexican American pm'ticipants were charted onto one table, 

some interesting trends emerged (see Table 5.1). The left column of the table was 

constructed so that the stances are ordered as Parsons orders his stages, from more naive at 

the top to more sophisticated at the bottom. The bottom row, labeled naive/expert, is a 

composite number indicating the degree of sophistication with which the participant 

responded within the stances he or she used. 

In the vertical column for each participant, I marked the number of dominant responses in 

larger bold type and the secondary responses in smaller normal type. This provides a visual 

representation of the data. An analysis of this data reveals a number of findings. 
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TABLE 5.1 

RESPONSE TRENDS FOR MEXICAN AMERICAN PARTICIPANTS 

C1It.IIIlRT DANIIlUE CIIIlIlCII Pf!NIlLOPE DAVID MARIA 

lmOONlST 1 1111 1 1 

REAUST 111111 1111111 1111111 11 1 1 1 

1 1 1 1 1 1 

EXPRESSIONIST 1 1 1111111 1111111 1 1 

1 t 

FORMALIST I II 111111 

INSTRUMENTAUST 11111111 I 1 

1NS1Tl1J110NAUST 

PLURAUST X 

NAlVP.IllXPERT I 1·2 2 2·3 2·3 4 

The two youngest participants responded at more naive levels, and the oldest participants 

responded at more sophisticated levels. Danielle and Gilbel1 were the same age and had 

experienced about the same limited kind and quantity of rut education. Danielle 

predominantly used a realist stance for her responses, while Gilbert's responses were split 

between the favoritist and realist stances. 

Penelope and Cheech, two high school students, also responded at different levels. Their 

rut education and individual or family experiences with art were somewhat similar, though 

their personal responses were quite different. Penelope was interested in and enthusiastic 

about art, while Cheech was quite ambivalent toward it. Penelope used a predominantly 

expressionist stance, and Cheech reluctantly used a realist stance. 

Maria and David had very different experiences with art as students. They also come from 

significantly different socio-economic levels. Both these factors are reflected in their levels 
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of responses. Maria, who grew up in Mexico City, the daughter of a doctor, college 

educated and a teacher herself, had an extensive background in art. She was able to use a 

variety of appropriate levels of response at a sophisticated level, indicating that she was 

using a predominantly pluralist stance. David, a high school graduate who had no formal 

art education, but who lives in an "art rich" environment now, used a predominantly 

expressionist stance. 

It appears that when comparing male/female pairs at each age level, the females respond, 

according to Parsons' ordering of the stances, at one or more levels higher than the males. 

In age pairs, the female members seemed to respond at a somewhm more expert level 

within their predominant stance. For example, Cheech uses a realist stance at a naive/expert 

level of approximately 2, while Penelope uses an expressionist stance at a naive/expert level 

of 2-3. This finding is true for each of the other age pairs as well (see Table 5.1). 

There appears to be a directional movement in development over time as represented by the 

participants of variolls ages. Responses from each participant were consistent with 

Parsons' stages and could be categorized easily on a naive to expelt continuum. 

Contributions of culture 

There was evidence that these Mexican Americans were, to varying extents, influenced by 

their culture. Both the males and the females at all ages were able to recognize at least some 

of the images made by Mexican artists. The youngest pair, Danielle and Gilbert, depended 

on skin tones and other physical features of the people in the images to give them their 

major clues to those images they recognized as by Mexican artists. They both thought the 

Goya was by a Mexican artist for this reason and the fact that it represented a theme of 

suffering. 
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Both Penelope and Cheech mistakenly identified the Goyu as by a Mexican because it 

showed pain and suffering. They also recognized the symbolism of the Kahlo and the 

Rivera, though Cheech did not (or would not try to) understand the meaning of that 

symbolism. He seemed to want to identify with mainstream popular culture rather than with 

Mexican American themes and images. Penelope, on the other hand, showed great empathy 

with the suffering revealed in the Kahlo and in Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands. 

She compared the Goya and the Picasso to Mexican themes of pain and suffering. 

David counted the Rivera, the Kahlo, and the Goya as his favorite images. He felt a strong 

identity with the people represented and believed that these were by Mexican artists because 

of the strong sense of spirituality in them. He recognized the theme of domination as a 

cultural theme. Only Maria was totally accurate in her identification of Mexican artists. This 

reflects her broad knowledge of art and artists. She, too, notes the strong symbolism in 

these images. She was the only person who identified the very abstract Tamayo as 

Mexican. In this image Tamayo was working in an International style, abstract and 

contemporary. For those who are less knowledgeable about art this image gave few, if any, 

visual clues to its cultural origin. 

Contributions of gender 

All but Maria thought that images by women would represent softer, more peaceful, 

relaxed, or lovely themes. Cheech disliked these kinds of images very much. Penelope 

resisted this stereotyping of women's art, but she acknowledged that it was a prevalent 

perception. She also thought that men would tend to depict images in a more macho style. 

Only Maria thought that art themes could be universal, that men and women might share 

similar perceptions of the world. The Kahlo self portrait, however, reminded her that some 
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experiences are so personal and gender-bound that they would be unique to the individual 

male or female artist. 

It appears that art education and/or art experience playa major role in increasing the level of 

expertise among this !,'TOUp of Mexican Americans. The participants with more expertise 

were able to respond with greater fluency and from multiple perspectives while the least 

experienced were limited in the ways they could look at and talk about the images. With 

increasing knowledge of history and art history, participants could more accurately identify 

the cultural context in which artists worked and images were made. More naive participants 

relied on their intuitive and personal responses to the images. More experienced participants 

knew something of the established interpretations. Only the most sophisticated were able to 

justify their own personal responses in the context of their knowledge of the conventional 

or established interpretations. 

Comparing the responses of the Navajo females to the Navajo males 

When the responses of all the Navajo participants were charted onto one table certain trends 

emerged. (see Table 5.2). The left column of the table was constructed so that the stances 

are ordered as Parsons orders his stages, from more naive at the top to more sophisticated 

at the bottom. The bottom row, labeled naive/expert, is a composite number indicating the 

degree of sophistication with which the participant responded within the stance(s) he or she 

used in responding to images. 

In the vertical column for each participant, I marked the number of dominant responses in 

larger bold type and the secondary responses in smaller normal type. This provides a visual 

representation of the data. An analysis of this data reveals a number of findings. 
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TABLE 5.2 

RESPONSE TRENDS FOR NAVAJO PARTICIPANTS 

DAUllS TIFFANY TONALEA STIlPIIANIll ALAN ROXANNIl 

COWIIOY 

FAVORITIST 111 1 111 J 

REALIST 1111111 111111 1 111 1 1 1 1 1 1111111 

1 1 1 1 

EXPRESSIONIST 1 11 1 1 1 1 11 1 11 I 

FORMALIST II 1 11 111 111111 11 III 

INSTRmfEl\,AIJST 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

INS1TIUI1ONAIJST 1 1 1111 I I 1 

PLURALIST X X 

NAIVEIEXI'ERT 2 1.4 3 3 4/5 2 

The two youngest participants responded at the more naive levels, and the oldest male 

responded at the most sophisticated level. Tiffany and Dalles are the same age and had 

experienced much the same art education. Their experiences at home were somewhat 

different. Tiffany knew quite a bit more about weaving than Dalles did and this is reflected 

in her naive/expert score of 4 for her response to the Navajo blanket. Both of these students 

used a predominantly realist stance for most images, though Tiffany used the appropriate 

instrumentalist stance for the blanket and occasionally incorporated other stances in her 

responses. Dalles used the realist stance more effectively than Tiffany; therefore, I gave 

him a naive/expert rating of 2, while r gave her a 1. 
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Stephanie and T.e., two high school students, responded at about the same naive/expert 

level. The difference was that T.e. used primarily a realist stance and an expressionist 

stance at a level 3, while Stephanie was more fluent in her use of stances appropriate to the 

image she was talking about. Her naive/expert level of 3 was for a pluralist stance. 

Roxanne and Alan were different in several important respects. Roxanne is many years 

younger than Alan and has had minimal exposure to traditional Navajo culture and to art 

education or art experiences. She seemed less experienced with art and less culturally aware 

than either high school student and this was reflected in her predominant use of a realist 

stance and her naive/expert level of 2. Alan, on the other hand, had extensive experience as 

part of the art world and within his traditional culture. He was able to use a pluralist stance 

with ease. His naive/expert level was somewhere between 4 and 5, much higher than that 

of the general population, though not at the level of most art history scholars and critics. 

When comparing male/female pairs at each age level, there does not seem to be significant 

difference in naive/expert level until the effects of differing rut education and experience 

become apparent, as with Roxanne and Alan. 

Contributions of culture 

For the four Navajo participants who live on the reservation and for Alan, who is deeply 

involved in Navajo traditions and art, culture has been a major influence on their 

understanding of art. Tiffany and Dalles, the youngest participants, know about Navajo 

weaving through their family experiences. They knew some of the Navajo language and 

attended a school that honored and supported their native culture. They were both able to 

identify the three Native American art images. In addition, they had learned about art and 
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other cultures in school. This provided them some basis for identifying art from other times 

and places. 

Stephanie and T.e. attended a boarding high school that also supported their native culture. 

The school had an extensive art program and T.e. had taken art classes for several years. 

His only reported home experience with art was drawing with his brothers and uncle. He 

was more familiar with art techniques and processes than Stephanie, but he lacked both the 

knowledge of Native American art and the art of other cultures she had acquired. While 

T.C. couldn't identify the three Native American images, Stephanie was able to respond to 

each in a culturally aware manner. She found personally meaningful Native American 

references in many images. Her favorites were not from her own culture, but from China. 

Alan was totally immersed in both art and Navajo culture. He was able to identify each 

image and understood the context in which each was created. In addition, he responded to 

most images with a Navajo perspective that added personal meaning to his analysis. 

Roxanne was not raised in a traditional setting and her art experiences were limited to one 

art appreciation course in college. She knew just a little about weaving from watching her 

grandmother. She did not think that Navajo people would value non-traditional art images 

and did not find deep meaning in the traditional fOnTIs. 

Contributions of gender 

All six Navajo participants recognized that the Navajo Third Phase Chiefs Blanket was 

made by a woman, because weaving is primarily done by Navajo women. They thought 

that drawing was a male skill, particularly the drawing of horses. They did not think that 

there were any differences in status or quality that would differentiate the art by women 

from the art by men. Only Roxanne felt that men may be more predisposed to represent 
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violence. In a culture in which gender roles are less strictly divided and in which women 

hold an important status, gender differences seem less pronounced than in the Mexican 

American group or in mainstream culture. 

Dalles and T.C. both engaged in the Navajo boy's practice of drawing horses. Their ability 

to draw horses was reflected in their admiration for Remington's skill in rendering realistic 

horses. They also commented on the levels of skill represented in the set of images. The 

women also remarked on the skill needed to draw horses, but there was no indication in 

their comments that drawing horses was a skill they had or a practice in which they 

engaged. Drawing horses is clem'ly a gender differentiated activity. 

Comparison of Mexican American participants to Navajo participants 

The youngest participants in both groups were 5th grade students. The two Navajo 

students had an art teacher in school who taught them art vocabulary and concepts. They 

were able to use this in talking about art. They also had some contact with traditional art 

and culture through school, community, and family. The two Mexican American students, 

though from different communities, had about the same extremely limited art experiences in 

school. They did not have art vocabulary, nor did they have any knowledge about art. All 

four students responded at the naive level, though Tiffany demonstrated a significantly 

higher level when talking about the Navajo blanket. All four used a realist stance when 

talking about most of the images. Gilbert used a favoritist stance almost half the time, 

reflecting his more limited vocabulary and experience with art. 

The high school students in both groups attended high schools that provided quality art 

classes. The Mexican American students had some art history in their classes. The Navajo 

did not. Of the fOllr students only Cheech used the realist stance predominantly. He also 
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used it at a level 2, just above the naive level. The other three students showed more 

"scatter" in their use of stances: Penelope used a predominantly expressionist stance at a 

level 3, T.C. used primarily realist and expressionist stances at level 3, and Stephanie used 

a pluralist stance-choosing multiple approaches appropriate to the image she was 

viewing-at a level 3. 

Among the adults, those with the most art education and experience were most expert. 

Maria and Alan used a pluralist stance at a high level 4. David had lots of art experience, 

coming to it as an adult, and he used a personal expressionist approach at a level 2/3. 

Roxanne had limited art education and experience and demonstrated limited understanding 

or appreciation of art. She used realist and formalist stances at a level 2. Her fonnalist 

approach probably was the result of her college art appreciation course in which she had 

engaged in the practice of aesthetic scanning as a strategy for learning art vocabulary and 

using it in the context of attending to art images. 

Contributions of culture 

Those participants who were raised in traditional cultural settings knew more about the UJ1 

fonns of their culture than those who weren't. Other ways that culture seemed to influence 

understanding of urt was in the importance of certain themes. The Mexican American 

participants identified a theme of pain and suffering as significant for them. They did not 

reject the violence in the Goya, for example. The Navajo participants did object to violence. 

It interrupted hart110ny, peace, and the sense of belonging. The violence in the Ledger 

drawings was valued only for its record of a culturally important event. 

Creating art is a major economic endeavor among the Navajo, so it holds a higher status 

within the culture than it does among Mexican Americans. 
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Contributions of gender 

Differences in cultural attitudes toward gender were quite evident. While the Mexican 

American participants thought that images by women would represent softer, more peaceful 

or lovely themes, the Navajo participants did not draw this distinction. While Navajo 

women weave and men seem to draw or carve more, both men and women are silversmiths 

or potters. 

Art education and/or art experience playa major role in increasing the level of expertise 

among both groups of participants. The parti:::pants with more expertise were able to 

respond with greater fluency and from multiple perspectives while the least experienced 

were limited in the ways they could look at and talk about the images. With increasing 

knowledge of history and att history, participants could more accurately identify the 

cultural context in which artists worked and images were made. More naive participants 

relied on their intuitive and personal responses to the images. More experienced patticipants 

knew something of the established interpretations. Participants who lived in culturally 

traditional settings had a greater understanding of the art of their own culture than those 

who lived in less traditional settings. Only the most sophisticated were able to justify their 

own personal responses in the context of their knowledge of the conventional or 

established interpretations. 

Conclusions 

Parsons' stages of aesthetic development p"ovide a useful f"amework 

The ways of understanding art images that were exhibited by these twelve participants were 

consistent with the aesthetic stances characterized in Parsons' stages of aesthetic 

development. One of the youngest participants, Gilbert, responded at Parsons' stage one: 

favoritism and stage two: realism. He was also the least acquainted with art having little 



experience with urt either at home or at school. The other three students in this group 

responded at Parsons' level two: realism. 
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One high school student, Cheech, reluctantly used Parsons' stage two: realism. T.C. 

responded at stage two: realism and stage three: expressionism. Penelope responded at 

stage three: expressionism. Stephanie used Parsons' stage five: pluralism, by responding to 

each image using the aesthetic stance appropriate for that image. 

Three of the four adult participants responded in more expert ways and at higher stages 

than any of the other participants. Roxanne was the only exception. She was closer in age 

to the high school group than to the adult group. She also had very limited experience or 

education in art. While age is one factor affecting aesthetic response, edl!cntion and U11 

experience are important factors that also significantly affect aesthetic response. Participants 

in each age group responded in ways more similar to each other than to participants in 

either of the other two age groups. Still, within each group there were interesting and 

individual differences. 

Parsons' descriptions of the stages or stances provided a useful framework for analyzing 

the responses of participants. When examined as a group, an individual's statements about 

a particular image readily conformed to a particular stance. When an individual's set of 

responses to all the responses was considered, there was enough consistency to suggest 

that Parsons' descriptions are accurate. When the predominant stances within each age 

group a"rj the progression from younger groups to older groups are considered, his 

ordering of stances also seems accurate. 
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I added institutionalist and instrumentalist stances to Parsons' original five as a means of 

specifically recording responses that were more culturally based. This proved valuable in 

acknowledging, for example, that the Navajo blanket is an important art object within the 

culture and its aesthetic value is defined by the culture. It has unique purposes and meaning 

within the culture that, beyond its visual qualities, add to its value. No participant employed 

the instrumentalist or institutionalist stance as a primary strategy for responding to these 

images. But several often used it, when appropriate, to extend their interpretations. The 

most frequent example of this use was for the Navajo blanket. If these stances weren't 

considered separately from the pluralist stance, the unique, often cultural, nature of 

responses would be difficult for the researcher to code. The addition of these two added an 

important dimension to the study. 

When a participant was able to use a variety of stances, selecting the stance or stances that 

were appropriate to the particular image she was viewing, I judged that person to be using a 

pluralist stance. To use this stance at an expert level, one must have had significant 

knowledge of and experiences with art over an extended period of time. It cannot be 

concluded that individuals develop the ability to respond using the more advanced stances 

or in more expert ways spontaneously or without engaging in art experiences at school or at 

home. Assigning naive/expert codes to each participant's responses added another 

dimension to the idea of stages or stances that reflected and reinforced the roles of 

education and experience in shaping aesthetic response. 

I was more generous than Parsons in assigning his stage five: pluralism, because I also 

assigned naive/expert ratings to each participant's responses. Each stance can be employed 

in a more naive or more expert fashion. Like Erickson (1994) and Koroscik (1990) I found 

that individuals do respond in more or less expert ways. Since each stage or stance parallels 
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a philosophical aesthetic stance that is highly developed and can be applied in expert ways, 

it is appropriate to consider that responses can reflect a range of understanding within that 

stance. 

Controversy will continue to revolve around theories of stages of development. Feldman 

(1980) has adopted Flavell's (1971) view that stage construction is a gradual process and 

may be viewed as an idealized sequence of levels of achievement within a given field, 

rather than in the mind of an individual. Further, an individual may demonstrate 

characteristic responses from more advanced stages before development of earlier stages is 

complete. In aesthetic development, this way of thinking about development would 

accommodate the view that individuals could use a single stance with increasing expertise 

and continue to add additional stances, first ut a naive level, but then with increasing 

sophistication. 

Individual participants respond differently 

When presented with the same image, each participant responded differently in some way. 

Using Picasso's Weeping Woman with Hands as an example, here are the range of 

responses. 

A person with a mask on ... a king or a queen ... very colorful.-Gilbert 

You are going to have your worries and slllff, so I think that would be good 

to know.-Danielle 

You can tell she is crying, but can you see how it is showing on the inside? 

She might be crying on the inside and on the outside and really she wants to 



cry and doesn't at the same time. She might be afraid or really scared and, 

maybe, if there was a face over it (the white center area) she might be 

smiling to hide the fear inside. You can see that these are real tears in that 

they are tears that the person cries and Picasso is trying to show some 

emotion, so her teeth are chattering. Maybe she is cold, maybe she is frozen 

in shame and also frozen with terror or ... But on the outside she is trying to 

be like a normal person.-Penelope 

I know it's the style, but it sort of portrays that we have two different sides, 

one seems to be happier than the other,-Maria 

Just some old lady who is crying. r guess she's like nervous or something. 

She's eating her fingers, r think, and tears are coming down her nose and 

her cheek. Pretty hard to put all...together. You'd have to be a genius to do 

this.-Cheech 

I see a lot of fear, a lot of nervousness. A person that doesn't know where 

to tum.-David 

It looks like a woman eating paper and crying. Maybe the artist was feeling 

sad. The person's using mostly primaries, lots of yellow. It's like yellow 

light shining through from the left and the green is in the shadow. There is 

more on the left than there is on the right. The right should have some more 

hair.-Stephanie 
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This looks like a lady who is very frustrated. She looks like she is crying. 

She's biting something or really gritting her teeth. This is how I feel right 

now. That's why I picked it.-Roxanne 

This is not real, not like other pictures. It's like jumbled, a cartoon. It looks 

like a girl, if it is a girl, needing help. Sad. All he had to do was just outline 

shapes and fill them in.-Dalles 

Probably [the blue and white center] is the focal point and balance. Also, 

probably, because in that area, in the Navajo way, in the old days it was 

said that we have healing twins and they help slay your monsters. But also, 

in reality, we are twins, half male and half female, which is father and 

mother. And, in the Navajo way, they say the top part is the male and the 

lower part is your female. And the reason that should be said, it should be 

said as if praying. That's why, in the Navajo language, we don't have any 

cuss words! Because we're done ill beauty. So the same thing here. What 

could put this person in despair may not be only violence as far as actually 

physical violence, but verbal abuse. And so here, this coldness right here in 

the center, could be because of verbal communication, of what was said.

Alan 
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Each person saw the tears, but each interpreted them in a somewhat different way. Gilbert 

enjoyed the colors, saw a masked person. Those using the realist stance saw the emotion as 

being in the woman; the artist simply recorded what he saw. Dalles also thought the artist 

wasn't very skillful and his drawing cartoon-like. The expressionists found the artist 

expressing a human emotion: sadness, frustration, fear. Some looked at the fomlalist 
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issues, examining how Picasso used color and space to express a feeling. Alan used his 

Navajo mythology to interpret the idea behind the image. While each person responded to 

the image they saw, what they found in the image varied significantly. Each person 

attended to the features of the image in somewhat different ways. As a result their 

interpretations varied as well. While I present here just one example, this kind of variation 

can be found among responses to all the images in the set. 

Barrett (1994b) points out that an art image may generate a variety of interpretations. One 

person may see something another doesn't. Each response has the potential to contribute to 

a richer understanding of an image as well as to a greater appreciation for the contributions 

of each member of the conversation. On the other hand, he stresses that good 

interpretations must "tell more about the artwork than they do about the interpreter" (p. 10). 

The art object is a special kind of object created from a human hand and mind. The visual 

qualities of the m1 image must be considered as the primary basis for interpretation. 

Gender and culture contribute to aesthetic response 

Participants' interpretations of the images are partly affected by their experiences as females 

or males and members of the Mexican American or Navajo culture. Bourdieu (1987) as 

cited in Csikszentmihalyi (1990) "reminds us that a person can never have a pure immediate 

aesthetic experience .. .it is historically grounded, inseparable from ideologies and social 

values." 

The Mexican Americans were able to recognize aspects of gender and cuI ture in some of the 

images they examined: the sense of Mexican suffering, aspects of machismo, reverence for 

life, and valuing the indigenous people and ordinary people. The women and the men 



thought that women would create softer, more gentle images and that men would create 

images of violence. 
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Mexican culture is rooted in the struggle to overcome oppression by the Spaniards. 

Mirande and Enriquez (1979), in describing the concept of machismo as a cultural myth, 

consider both men and women to have actively resisted oppression and colonization. The 

difference is that men have resi:..;ted in the public arena, while women have resisted in the 

context of preserving language and cultural values within the home. The themes of pain and 

suffering are implicit in this struggle. Much of the Mexican American participants' 

understanding of this was more tacit than explicit. It was my sense that they had not had 

previous opportunities to consider the cultural and gender issues in art. 

Maria had experienced a kind of discrimination in her studio art classes. Artist Alfred 

Quiroz (1992) reports a similar discrimination when he submits work to juried shows. 

Anglo shows tend to see his work as too Hispanic. Hispanic exhibit organizers tend to 

reject his work as too Anglo. Similar complaints have been voiced by women artists. Either 

their work is too feminine or they have appropriated male art forms. Even the responses of 

teachers, art jurists, and critics can contain biases and often unexamined cultural and gender 

stereotypes. 

The Navajo were less willing to identify gender differences in either creating or responding 

to art. Because most of the Navajo participants had either been raised in a culturally 

traditional reservation community or, in Alan's case, had rediscovered the traditions as an 

adult, their responses were flavored by culturally held values. For example, there was a 

general dislike among Navajo participants for the representation of violence as violence 

disturbs the Navajo's balance in hmmony. A number of Navajo ceremonies are conducted 
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to restore harmony to individuals who have experienced specific traumatic events (Locke, 

1992). The creation or observation of violence in art images might endanger one's balance 

and harmony. 

The making of art has historically been an important part of Navajo cultural and economic 

structures. Weaving, the oldest art, predates the Spanish incursion into Navajo lands in the 

late 18th century. Silversmithing was adopted from the Spanish. Early observers noted that 

the Navajo were quick to adopt the art f0I1115 of others when those fomlS were found 

appealing (Locke, 1992). Traditional fomls surround the people in their homes and schools 

and communities. Everyone raised in the culture understands the aesthetic qualities of these 

forms to a greater or lesser degree. Because some art has spiritual and symbolic purposes 

and other m·t is produced to sell, most people recognize both the instrumental and 

institutional values of Navajo art. This is reflected in their responses to both Native 

American and other art images. 

Among the Navajo participants there was a lack of awareness or concern for issues of 

gender. The Navajo are matriarchal and household and family chores are not gender-typed 

to a great extent (Locke, 1992). Cooking and child care, for example, are shared and there 

is no stigma attached to a male's efforts in this area. Men and women now work in most art 

forms. 

Members of each cultural group brought some unique perceptions to their responses to art 

images that grew out of their cultural background or gender. Barrett (1994a) in his writing 

on the role of the critic in understanding art cautions, "Once the critic's world view is 

identified by either the critic or the reader we need to make a choice. We can accept the 

world view and the interpretation that it influences, or reject both the world view and the 
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interpretation; we can accept the world view but disagree with how it applies to the 

artwork, or reject the artwork, but accept the general world view it yields." The perceptions 

of the participants have the potential to add a richer perspective to their understanding of 

those images and ours. 

Art education 0" experience are essential 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) says, "Information in the work of art fuses with information in the 

viewer's memory, followed by expansion of the viewer's consciousness, and the attendant 

emotional consequences. This process of fusion we will refer to as the aesthetic 

experience." When the viewer has few experiences with art she brings few art-related 

memories to the experience and the image may become the stimulus for personal free 

association fU'ound the image. Images may remind her of places and events or memories 

and ideas that are not actually found in the image. While this may be personally satisfying, 

it is a more general psychological event than an aesthetic experience. Gilbert was reminded 

of his experience with an injured horse when he looked at Remington's Prospecting for 

Cattle Range. Danielle also was reminded of her love of horses. There was a bit of 

"romancing" (Gardner, 1982) about the subject matter. Most participants had good 

perceptual skills and knew the language of an. As a result they were able to engage with the 

images in authentically aesthetic ways. 

When participants had a well-developed [U't vocabuhU'y linked to visual concepts in images, 

they were able to use that vocabuhu'y effectively in talking about the visual qualities of the 

work. This knowledge contributed to their understanding of the meaning of the image. 

Aesthetic scanning, an instructional strategy developed by Broudy (1973), and which I 

used as the basis for organizing the interview questions, may be thought of as the ABC's 

of the language of art. It provides a means for engaging individuals in looking closely at art 



160 

images for ways the visual qualities provide primary clues to the meaning of the image. 

Without the ability to perceive these qualities and to describe them, an individual has 

extremely limited means for understanding. Gilbert, for example, had limited art 

vocabulary. In the course of our conversation, as I used art vocabulary in the context of the 

images and Gilbert began to relate the words I was using to qualities he saw in the work, 

he began to use the words more effectively to express his ideas and to focus more on the 

image as an object worthy of consideration and reflective thought. The ability to see what is 

in the work is a prerequisite to understanding. 

When participants had a framework of reference for the context of time, place, and culture 

in which an image was made, their understanding of aIt was enhanced. Those participants 

who had extensive experience making art-Maria, T.C., and Alan-were more insightful 

into the technical and aesthetic problems that artists must solve. This is an important kind of 

practical knowledge that contributes to understanding m·t. Those pm·ticipants who had all 

three-an understanding of the language of art, a knowledge of art history, and a working 

technical knowledge-were best able to communicate an understanding of art that was both 

personal and grounded in the concerns of the artworld. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) comments that "a person with only rudimentary perceptual skill, a 

person who has never exercised visual discrimination to compare, contrast and evaluate 

visual stimuli, will be unable to derive an aesthetic experience from any but the more simple 

form. A complex work of art will engage only a person who has developed complex visual 

skills." Gilbert had only rudimentary skills. Because he had very limited art vocabulary and 

was not able to connect concepts of color or repetition, for example, to the construction of 

meaning from the images, he made only the most tentative efforts to describe and interpret 

the images. 
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Maria and Penelope, Stephanie and Alan were unique in their knowledge of art. In this way 

they are not typical of the general population. Feldman (1980), in his discussion of 

universal and non universal development, states that in every culture there are domains of 

knowledge that are considered important to master. These domains and different levels of 

achievement will vary from culture to culture. In this country, art education is not generally 

considered essential for all. There is a tendency to think that artistic accomplishment is 

more a matter of talent than education 01' experience. Maria and Alan and, to a lesser extent, 

Penelope and Stephanie exercised their choice in pursuing their interest in art. As a result 

their understanding of art is more highly developed than might have been anticipated. 

Implications 

Refining Parsons' model 

The analysis of these initial cases indicates that the aesthetic stances, characterized by 

Parsons as stages of aesthetic development, provide a useful framework for examining an 

individual's responses to art images. It allows the exploration of the contributions of 

gender and culture to aesthetic development. However, it needs to be expanded to include 

institutional and instrumental stances that provide ways of responding to art that take into 

account the art worlds-traditional and contemporary, Western and non-Western-in 

which the images are made and that allow for more culturally based interpretations of the 

uses and purposes of alt. 

Considering that, according to Feldman (1980), individuals may exhibit characteristics of 

several stages simultaneously at more and less naive levels, the addition of a naive/expert 

rating, based on the Clark and Zimmemlan model (1978), allows for recognition of growth 

within stages. I found it useful in developing a more three-dimensional portrait of each 

participant and for making comparisons among participants. For example, it helped me 
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recognize that while Cheech was fairly sophisticated in his use of the realist stance, he was 

not satisfied with it and was experimenting with the expressionist stance at a naive level. 

Also considering Feldman's assessment of the criticisms of stage theory (1980), I prefer to 

use the tenn stances, ruther than stages, to describe strategies people use in responding to 

art. This recognizes that stages are ideal states, while stances are strategies people use to 

organize their ideas, in this case about art. 

In choosing art images for the study, I moved away from the images that Parsons used. I 

found it necessary to consider the groups I would be working with in selecting images that 

would reflect their own cultures. The use of these images helped me to detell1line to what 

degree there was a difference in the way individuals responded to images from inside or 

outside their own culture. To investigate the role of art historical knowledge, it was 

important to represent a range of time periods and styles. To investigate the ways that 

individuals respond to different images created within different aesthetic frameworks, it 

was important to choose art that was representative of different aesthetic theories. The 

choice of images to use for research study and in the classroom must be thoughtful and 

based on knowledge of art history, aesthetics, and students. This will allow opportunities 

for a greater range of responses to art and promote responses from rich, multiple 

perspectives. 

Reflections on the research 

This study is an example of a theory-driven study, because it is built upon Parsons' 

research and reflects an orientational set of beliefs about art (Smith, 1987). While it served 

well in refining Parsons' model and exploring issues of gender and culture, it did have 

some limitations. The settings and time periods in which I met participants were arranged 
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for their convenience. Due to the need to travel long distances to the reservation, I was 

more limited in the time I could spend with the Navajo participants. Instead of meeting with 

them over several days, half the interviews took place in one limited block of time. I had 

less opportunity to get to know those participants than I did the others. 

Ideally, interviews and other fon11S of data collection (participant obsc:rvation, journals, 

photographs, etc.) would take place frequently over a longer period and in naturalistic art 

contexts (art classes, galleries, and museums). This would result in more and different 

kinds of data, complicating the process of initial analysis, but also allowing for more 

discovery of emerging themes and alternate interpretations. 

The role of the researcher cannot be considered neutral. Relationships did develop between 

the participants and me. There was a measure of conversation between us, and with the 

younger participants, I did sometimes fall into the role of coach-teacher. This happened 

when the participant would "get stuck" and was not able to nnd the right words or 

understand any more in the image. Sometimes I would give an example of "line" or 

"texture". These prompts seemed to help them along but probably also changed the nature 

of their responses in quite the same way that they might be changed in a classroom 

discussion. I did not report any examples of answers to questions that were the result of 

my direct intervention, and I don't perceive that my conversation with participants altered in 

any substantive way the stance they used to describe and understand the images. 

Implications for art education 

In his study of the aesthetic experiences of museum professionals, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 

concludes that while the structure of aesthetic experience may be universal the content is 

infinitely varied. "While the rules and practices for looking at art are less overt and less 
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completely codified ... ,they nevertheless exist and must be mastered if success is to ensue." 

The ability to understand and appreciate art must be fostered in some structured setting as it 

is unlikely to emerge spontaneously in any but the prodigy. An understanding of art 

history, criticism, art making, and aesthetics is important to promoting a developing 

understanding of art. If one or more elements is missing in an individual's experience, 

there will be gaps and possible misconceptions in understanding. 

Alternate aesthetic stances that include the instrumental and institutional stances can be 

taught as equally valid approaches to understanding art and provide useful ways to 

encompass the examination of issues of gender and culture. While the portrait of each 

participant tf'!l~ a unique story, these stories can alert us to the dangers of over-generalizing 

about the choice .)f art images to present to groups of students. There is also potential ham1 

in making assumptions about the cultural background and experiences of individuals and 

selecting images only from that presumed background. For example, if only Mexican 

artists and art forms are presented to Mexican American students or if only Navajo art is 

presented to Navajo students in their art classes, they will lack knowledge of alternative 

possibilities for aesthetic expression and appreciation. This represents a kind of aesthetic 

"ghettoizing". Stephanie, with her love of Chinese art, is an excellent example of an 

individual whose art education provided her an introduction to her favorite U11 forms. 

Maria's chance exposure to Impressionism opened her to the broader world of art. 

It is essential that students are not exposed only to those icons of the Western male canon. 

That would promote an attitude that artworks by non-Western artists or by women are 

lower-status images. 

Aesthetics as part of the art curriculum provides students with rich opportunities to develop 

a variety of desirable cognitive skills. These include skills of logical argument, the giving 
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of good reasons to support ideas, and attitudes of reflection on art images and self

reflection on one's own thinking and reasoning. It would require a classroom in which the 

construction of meaning was valued. Bruner defines open-mindedness as "a willingness to 

construe knowledge and values from multiple perspectives without loss of commitment to 

one's own values" (1990, p. 30). He goes on to say that we are accountable for our ideas 

and values and must be conscious of what we know and how we know it. 

Implications foro teacher professional development 

For teachers to incorporate aesthetics into their art programs, they will need to develop their 

own abilities to understand and employ alternate aesthetic stances in appropriate ways in 

their curriculum and instruction. The adaptation of Parsons' framework of aesthetic 

development proved useful in this study and can be useful in the education of teachers of 

art in several ways. First, these cases of Navajo and Mexican American females and males 

can be used in teacher education for examining issues of aesthetic development and the 

effects of gender and cultme. A number of teacher educators have advocated for the use of 

cases in teacher education (Carter, 1988; Doyle, 1990; Grossman, 1990; Shulman, 1986). 

The cases in this study are special kinds of cases: stories of individuals and their responses 

to art. Prospective teachers or teachers in service may explore them for issues they raise for 

their own teaching of art. The fairly simple set of interview questions may be used as the 

basis for classroom research into the range of stances a given group of students may use. 

Results of such study might suggest new directions for classroom curriculum. 

Having knowledge of the stages or types of aesthetic stances that people use would help 

teachers to assess their own aesthetic stance or stances while acknowledging that others 

may effectively use other stances. This requires a kind of self-reflective practice that could 

lead to more reflection on practice with regard to art teaching and learning. Reflective 
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practices in teacher education are congruent with current views of teaching as a cognitive 

activity. Griffin (1990) outlines several conditions for successful professional 

development. Occasions for learning must be context-sensitive, collaborative and 

participatory, developmental, knowledge-based, analytic, and reflective. The kind of 

activity suggested by this study-conversations with a specific group of children or adults 

about the meaning of art, and the analysis of those conversations within the framework of 

aesthetic stances-could meet these conditions. It is in such contexts that the discussion of 

aesthetic development would be most fruitful. 

Shulman (1986, 1987) outlines a model of teacher knowledge that includes the knowledge 

of context and pedagogical content knowledge. This study contributes to several 

dimensions of pedagogical content knowledge. First, it adds to our knowledge of students' 

understanding of art. Second, knowledge of basic aesthetic theory, which is reflected in the 

stances, is an essential component of an art teacher's curricular knowledge. Finally, the 

method of this study is suggestive of at least one instructional strategy for teaching 

aesthetics and art appreciation. Teachers can use knowledge of the stages or types of 

aesthetic stances to detell11ine which art images and aesthetic questions might be most 

appropriate to use with a particular group of students. 

Shulman also suggests that teachers need knowledge of context. The cases in this study 

provide some insight into the school and community in which each of the participants 

received their introduction to art. Similar studies by teachers would provide valuable 

information about the role art plays in their particular context. This context, the place in 

which people teach, the people with whom they teach, and the students with whom they 

spend their days, provides the natural setting for a collaborative inquiry process such as 

that suggested by Richardson (1994). Where improving the teaching of aesthetics and art 
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appreciation are goals, teachers, with a staff developer as part of the team, could examine 

the beliefs and assumptions that underlie their practice and test alternative practices. 

Implications for further study 

Further studies will need to probe more deeply into issues of gender and culture. Most of 

the participants in this study had not previously given these issues much consideration. 

Studies might be designed to introduce and explore questions about gender and culture that 

are more specific and more probing in order to bring these issues to consciousness. How 

are issues of gender and culture appropriately introduced into the art class? If individuals 

are not aware of these issues, to what extent is it the role of the art teacher to make them 

aware? Should these issues not be couched primarily in their relationship to art images? 

Additional cultural groups should be studied to discover the contributions of gender and 

culture to their aesthetic response. For use in teacher education, a wide range of cases or 

portraits would be needed. These cases might be developed in the context of art education 

courses. 

While the case studies of several cultural groups will provide some implications for 

educational purposes, only longitudinal studies of a number of individuals from a variety of 

backgrounds and educational experience will con film or disprove whether there is validity 

to the idea of universal, sequential stages of aesthetic development and establish the role 

that cultural norn1S and art education play in that development. These cases document the 

wonderfully rich and varied interpretations that individuals make when engaged in 

conversations about art. 
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APPENDIX A 
LIST OF IMAGES USED IN THE STUDY 

Mary Cassatt: Summertime: Woman and Child in a Rowboat (1894). Oil on canvas. Terra 

Museum of American Alt, Chicago. Daniel J. Terra Collection. 

Elaine DeKooning: High Wall (1987). Acrylic on canvas. Fischback Gallery, New York. 

Egyptian tomb painting: lpuy and His Wife Receiving Offerings (1200 B.C.). 

Egyptian Expedition of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers fund, 1930. 

Francisco Goya: Execlltion on the Third of May (1814-15). The Prado, Madrid. 

Helen Hardin: The Original Robes (1982). Acrylic on canvas. Private Collection. 

Frida Kahlo: Self Portrait with Tlzol'll Necklace and Hummingbird (1940). Oil on canvas. 

The Harry Ransom Research Center. The University of Texas, Austin. 

Paul Klee: Head of a Man (1922). Oil on linen. Kunstmuseum, Basil. 

Limbourg Brothers: Haymaking ill the Month of June (1416). from Les Tres Riches 

Heures du Duc de Berry. Musee Conde, Chantilly, France. 

Pablo Picasso: Weeping Woman with Hands (1936). Oil on canvas. Collection Roland 

Penrose, London. 

Frederic Remington: Prospecting for Cattle Range (1889). Oil on canvas. Buffalo Bill 

Historical Center, Cody, Wyoming. 

Diego Rivera: Flower Day (1925). Oil on canvas. Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 

Los Angeles, CA. 

Rufino Tamayo: Figura (1971). Oil on canvas. Bernard Lewin Collection, Los 

Angeles. 

Unknown: Third Phase Third Phase Chief's Blanket (c. 1860). Wool. Joshua Baer and 

Company. 

Unknown: Ledger drawings (c. 1870) Pencil on paper. The Edwards Warrior collection. 

David A. Schorsch. 
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