
art bridging time, bridging cultures  /  extra thoughts & questions          revised for 2011 
 
The 6th Edition Sayre 
To those whose did not teach WHGC last year and who may be familiar with an earlier edition of 
Sayre, these were the significant illustration changes in the 6th edition:  The good news is that we 
now have available an image of the Serpent Mound; the same image we’ve been using all along 
in these presentations.   But apparently it was added at the expense of another earthwork: 
Lightning Field.   I was also disappointed to see the Picasso linocut disappear after only one 
Sayre edition. It caps off the “Judgment of Paris” sequence nicely, and I decided to retain it for 
this presentation.  Other losses were Richard Long’s Line Made By Walking, and oddly enough 
the Greek figure of Aphrodite that had been in Sayre forever.   But at least he still writes about 
the gender-based conventions of line (in his “Thinking About Line” on pp 73-4).    
 
A new illustration in the text that might be interesting to study would be the Australian wall 
drawings of fig. 217 that represent “the longest continually practiced artistic tradition anywhere in 
the world.”  Apparently the kangaroo is relatively recent (after 1700 CE, or “post-contact”) yet 
beneath it are layers of earlier drawings.  (Read what Sayre says about mimis.) 
 
I.   Intro:  The Spiral 
So what might a spiral signify?   Does its significance depend on its perceived direction?   
(spiraling in, or out, or upwards optimistically, or downwards as in a "dead man's spiral"?).  
Where do we see spirals in nature?   (DNA.  a chambered nautilus.  life unfolding (like a fern's 
new growth, or naturally curly hair), or the coil of a snake, or a threatening hurricane or tornado.)  
(What does Sayre suggest about the spiral motif on p. 310?)  
   
II.  Art Bridging Time 
First, I hope your freshfolks detected between the lines of the lecture an invitation (which you can 
issue or reiterate yourselves) - that just as artists in many ways have made meaningful 
connections across time, space, and culture, we invite them to do something of the same 
throughout this course in all of our readings and in our encounters with art.    
 
Art which is thousands of years old can still have an impact on us today, the artists who made 
these ancient works can still speak to us through them, and even inspire new works by living 
artists.  (The first part of question #4 follows:  Why do you think some artists today find 
inspiration in a time as remote in human history (and as far removed from technology) as the 
Neolithic?) 
 
See questions 1 and 2 in the lecture handout, which could work in context here, the first about the 
importance of ritual, about how the role of art in society has changed over time.   Have we lost 
anything along the road to becoming a technologically advanced civilization?   Are we in some 
ways out of touch?  Do things like solstices matter anymore (or should they?) 
 
Consider the simplest of artistic gestures, to erect and shape a single stone, or to build a mound, 
or to make handprints on a wall.  Why do we humans feel compelled to do these sorts of things?   
 
In this same light of seeing connections between recent work and Neolithic work, review with 
your students the comparison and contrast made in the lecture between Stonehenge and Nancy 
Holt's Sun Tunnels:   (Stonehenge was erected (and changed) over a long period of time, surely 
with specific ritual functions in mind.  It was made using natural materials shaped by humans.  
Further, it was the product of a community working in concert, and as such was no doubt central 
to that community.   Sun Tunnels is the product of an individual working with a few assistants 



over a relatively short time period, it was made with concrete rather than stone, using industrial 
technology in its construction and its transport.  It is not the product of a community, nor is it 
central to any habited area.  It has no connections with any particular religion, nor does it have 
any specific ritual intent.  Yet even if we make no pilgrimage to the deserts of Utah to celebrate 
the solstice, in its photographic record Sun Tunnels invites us all of us to "reconnect" with the 
cosmos, and to recapture an elemental awareness of natural cycles. 
 
Stonehenge is a ruin of course.  If any students wonder where all those missing stones went, they 
were broken up and quarried for centuries by local farmers to build walls and such.  Some 
evidently carried out the destructive work with a sense of religious piety, as Stonehenge was 
viewed as a pagan monument.  (the Colosseum in Rome suffered a similar fate of being quarried 
for centuries until the papacy finally put an end to it.) 
 
The Sayre text begins with The Gates, and on p. 3 offers some good basic questions about 
encountering and contemplating art that alone could sustain a good discussion when applied to 
various works featured in the presentation.   Looking beyond these fundamental questions, and 
considering The Gates as a work of art in an urban context, what was its environmental theme, 
and how was it realized?   How did it serve as a work that bridged cultures?   
 
Sayre indicates (on pp. 4 and 5, and following the introductory pages about The Gates) that one 
of the roles of the artist is to help us see the world in new or imaginative ways.  What other works 
in the presentation could be mentioned as well?  (In previous editions Sayre also included The 
Spiral Jetty to make this point;  he’s moved that to join with the other earthworks on pp. 310-13 
here).  In the early 20th century Picasso’s Les Demoiselles turned painting on its head of course, 
as did other works that incorporated cross-cultural influences.  (More on this later in these notes).    
  
II.  Line, and Lineage 
Students may wonder why they must read all the pages about "line" (starting at p. 55).   It's just 
one way to introduce the idea of visual literacy.  Let's start somewhere in learning the basic 
vocabulary, and line is as good a place as any to begin.  One can think of time-lines as an 
introduction as well, and threads of connection.   
 
I've chosen to simply touch upon a few images in the chapter on Line to convey a few of the 
different ways in which line may be considered.  (I'm delighted that Sayre now includes one of 
my favorite artists: Andy Goldsworthy, as his works using nature as a medium adds a whole other 
dimension beyond earthworks.)   What is the quality of line in van Gogh’s Starry Night (lively, 
energetic, free, spiraling, emotionally-charged) versus the lines in the Sol LeWitt painting (fig 77) 
(straight, calculated, measured, precise, controlled).  Simply searching for the best and most 
poetic adjectives to describe the character of a given type of line can be helpful in encouraging 
students to articulate clearly what they see.   
 
One of the more provocative ways to think of line is where Sayre speaks of "classical" or 
"analytic" line as rational, and "expressive" line as more emotional, and that this western cultural 
convention is associated with gender, and is essentially sexist (pp.73-74.).  His pairing of Zeus 
with Mapplethorpe’s Lisa Lyons (a new vision of the female form, synthesizing gracefulness with 
strength) makes the point.  
 
Manet's Luncheon On the Grass (fig. 47), is followed by Picasso's rendering of the same theme 
(regrettably Picasso’s version is no longer in the Sayre text).  Here, as before, we have a story that 
is given birth in antiquity, with the judgment of Paris (alluded to in the Iliad).   Paris declares 



Aphrodite the most beautiful of goddesses, and in return for the favor, Aphrodite rewards Paris 
with the love of the most beautiful mortal woman: Helen.  C'est l'amour, c'est la guerre.   
 
So in the midst of the Renaissance, as artists revisited classical themes now and then, Raphael 
was inspired to make a drawing illustrating the judgment of Paris, and based a portion of the 
composition (the lower right corner) on a sculptural group found on an ancient Roman 
sarcophagus.  Raphael's drawing is lost, but the composition is preserved in an engraving after 
Raphael by Marcantonio Raimondi (fig. 48).  Nearly 350 years after the engraving was printed 
Manet based his Picnic on this same group of three in the lower right of the print, and as you can 
read in the text (p. 43) a new and very different "judgment of Paris" ensues!  Then, ninety-nine 
years later Picasso in turn bases his color linocut on Manet.  Picasso draws his design directly on 
the linoleum block, and because in printmaking the image on the block is reversed, so too is the 
composition.  Picasso did over a hundred variations on this picnic image in painting, drawing, and 
prints.  So we go from before Homer all the way to Picasso, with some interesting stops along the 
way, and how different each image is!  Timeless themes, infinitely variable!   
 
(One footnote to this lineage is the figurative pose seen in the "Works in Progress" section about 
Raphael's Alba Madonna (pp. 174-175) which is arguably the same reclining pose as that of the 
river god (and the guy on the right in Manet), rendered in three variations, although from an ever-
so- slightly different angle.  (I could have complicated this sequence further by introducing 
Giorgione's Renaissance painting of a concert featuring two nude women in company with two 
fully clothed musicians playing in an idyllic landscape.  Manet also had this in mind when he 
painted his picnic.  But.... no need to complicate things.) 
 
Want to explore another interesting sequence?   Consider the image of Venus, of which there are 
of course many throughout time.  There are no longer any classical figures of Aphrodite 
represented in Sayre, but jump ahead in time to Giorgione's Sleeping Venus (fig. 624) and read 
the description that speaks of it as being "frankly erotic;" (it was the first full-sized female 
reclining nude in Europe, and was in this way quietly revolutionary).  THEN note the wide-eyed 
and alluring difference in his pupil Tiziano's Venus of Urbino (fig. 625) painted 28 years later.   
(Anyone interested may want to look up what Mark Twain said about this painting when he 
visited Italy.)    THEN go to Manet's Olympia (fig. 672); reading the text you will note that this 
painting was inspired by Tiziano's Venus of Urbino (one wonders what would Twain said about 
this work.)   But that's not all!   NOW go to Yasumasu Morimura's Portrait (Twins) (fig. 721), 
clearly inspired by Manet's Olympia, and read the accompanying text there to learn what THIS is 
all about!   
 
This part of the lecture obviously makes the point that artists can be inspired by earlier 
generations of artists, and that themes and identities can resurface and be played again with a new 
"spin" appropriate to the time (and place).  And the threads of inspiration are not always so 
obvious!   
 
True, in the west we tend to value innovation.  But looking backwards to the past should not be 
mistaken for mere "copying," nor should it be construed as indicating a lack of originality (as 
some students will undoubtedly think.)  Think of it rather as new wine in old bottles.  Rodin was 
not "copying" Michelangelo at all, but he (and many, many others) have found lasting inspiration 
in Michelangelo's treatment of the human figure.   
 
The transition to part III of the lecture involves a contemporary of Rodin, Amadeo Modigliani, 
who looked elsewhere than the west for inspiration, and he (and others, especially Picasso) found 
something in African (and other, especially Oceanic) masks, which ultimately gave western art 



something of a "cultural transfusion."   New wine, new blood, new vitality.  The aesthetic 
globalization of "western heritage," which had begun centuries earlier in the wake of trade and 
exploration, and seen again only decades earlier in the wave of Japonisme that swept Europe, is 
thus taken several radical steps further in the first decade of the 20th century.   
 
NB:  while we make much of Picasso breaking with western tradition when he employed the 
African mask image in Les Desmoiselles, etc., please note that later in his life Picasso felt 
perfectly free and at home and inspired delving into imagery inspired by Greek mythology – 
many images of the minotaur and satyrs and centaurs and Bacchus and yes, inspired also by 
Manet's Luncheon.   The date on that linocut was 1962, long after Les Demoiselles.  
 
III.  Art Bridging Cultures 
There is an expanded text on Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon on pp 11-13, in which we read 
and see described the point at which Picasso made his move towards the African mask as a way 
to liberate his art, thus giving it a new vitality.  The other change evident in his work is also very 
noteworthy: to recast the scene so that the viewer becomes the visitor to bordello. (Overlooking 
the obvious aspect of color versus black and white, compare the impact of the composition in the 
sketch in fig. 13 versus the final composition.  Does the final version seem to "grab" you more 
than the other?).   
 
Note the figures are about life size (as the work is nearly 8-ft square).  Our sense of the space the 
figures occupy is void of any reference to walls or furnishings, reduced to colors and irregular 
shapes, and a mere suggestion of a possible curtain, (especially at the upper right), with only a 
still life in the foreground as any articulated and recognizable object (no doubt a symbolic 
reference to the figures themselves).  Although nude, the figures show no anatomical details of 
their sex, only shapes and angles and curves, such that we are drawn to look directly at their 
faces.  The contrast between the more traditional faces versus the masks is thus all the more 
striking.    
 
I wonder if this work is so familiar to us now that it no longer shocks us - in other words I wonder 
what our students honestly think of Les Desmoiselles.  Try asking and see!    Note that some art 
historians have claimed Les Demoiselles to be the most influential work of the past century.  How 
might this be possible?  (Some others have claimed Duchamp's Fountain to be the most 
influential.)    
 
IV  Finale:  A Cave Story 
Here question 3 from the handout kicks in.  So what do your students think Picasso might have 
meant by his remark?  And what do the caves of Lascaux mean to us?   Or what does it mean to 
us that people at least as long ago as 30,000 years (at Chauvet) were making remarkably sensitive 
drawings on cave walls, no doubt from memory?   Clearly they practiced their art, they admired 
the nature around them, they were keen in their observations, and skilled in rendering!     
 
Question 6 from the handout simply encourages students to look thru the Sayre to find images 
they feel particularly expressive of our time and culture, and to say why. 
 
The timeline/"Visual Record" readings will move along as the year progresses.  It is useful in that 
way to anchor students to a chronology.   The lectures will very loosely follow this path. 
 
Postscripts /  BASIC THOUGHTS especially if you've not done this before: 
• Don't rush things.  You can't cover it all in 65 minutes, so pick and choose! 



• Don't necessarily expect fireworks the first day, but good for you if you get some, as might 
happen if and when you get into the aspects of controversy which can surround art.  In any case 
this will be new for most of your students (to talk about art, and what they see).  Things will 
accumulate over the course of the year; give it time.  Be patient with them... and with yourself! 
• Turn the students loose!  They CAN do it (and it's not likely to be talk radio).  Do what you can 
to encourage / empower them.  And it CAN be fun.  Yes if you can inform yourself in advance 
about the background of any given work, that can be helpful, but you should NOT feel like you 
have to be an art historian anymore than you need to be a theologian or a philosopher or a literary 
critic to teach this course.   
• Do remember the students have the handout questions, and certainly your better students should 
have given them some thought beforehand.  You may therefore want to test the waters there first 
before launching into something else, like examining the roles/purposes of art.   
 
Remember some basic questions to get things moving:   
Look at figure # on page____, and tell me, what do you see? 
What else do you see?  (keep going with that until you get some "essence") 
Why do you think the artist did that?  (or "what's that all about, i wonder?  any ideas?) 
What might it have to do with ______?  (idea, time period, etc.) 
Compare/contrast ____ with _____.  (two works from different places or times) 
And what did Sayre say about that?    
I would also suggest you phrase questions to encourage creative looking and thinking:  asking for 
example "what do you think he might have meant?"  or "what are some of the possibilities?"   In 
other words avoid posing questions that seem to expect a single correct answer. 
 
Certainly informed responses are the best responses (all the more reason to make sure the 
students do the reading, even if Sayre is not always entirely sufficient), but not knowing an artist's 
biography or not having a written explanation by the artist should not induce mental paralysis.      
 
Consider also Smithson.  Between Brian's comments in the lecture and the Sayre commentary, 
there's enough to at least begin to establish an informed response.  And I think it would be great if 
someone in class at gut level thought it was insane for a guy with a dump truck to make this 
artificial jetty in the Great Salt Lake, and to make sure that algae would change the color of the 
water.  It would be a good trigger for discussion to try to figure why the heck DID he do it?  What 
IS the work all about?   How DOES it challenge us?   If Spiral Jetty perplexes, do Holt's Sun 
Tunnels (or de Maria's Lightning Field) perhaps strike a chord with anyone?  Why or why not?   
 
Ultimately it's about the process of seeing.  And in the long term, if you can get your students to 
carefully consider the significance of even two or three artworks during any given art discussion, 
that's an accomplishment.  2-3 works per discussion = 12-18 carefully considered artworks for the 
year that they might actually really remember for years to come.  And the process of examining 
work will have made an impression on them to encourage that they continue their whole life long. 
Not bad!  I think that's what Tom Oberhofer did in his discussion groups, for example.   He has 
said his groups can spend an entire discussion period just focusing on 2 works, and they have a 
great time with them.  His approach relies on the tried and true "what do you see?" method.  (If 
you need encouragement from anyone other than me, talk to Tom.  Or talk to David Gliem.)   
Otherwise if any of you want to consider more art strategy I'll be happy to discuss things with you 
individually.  And please if you have some good ideas you'd like me to add in any future 
handouts like this, I'd be happy to add them with credit given.  
 
I would strongly encourage that you do what you can to see that the students actually read 
the Sayre.  It will be very easy for them to get the idea that they can skip Sayre readings if not 



encouraged early on.  One way is to hold them accountable for it, and one way of accountability 
(of course) would be a gentle short quiz. 
 
A few sample ideas to pick from IF YOU WANT to give any little quiz to help start making 
students accountable for the Sayre reading assignment: 
• Identify 2 specific ideas you remember from the Sayre reading. 
• Briefly, in what 2 primary ways did Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon change from the way it  
began? 
•  Briefly, name 2 reasons for which Michelangelo's David was not well received after it was first     
unveiled in 1504. 
•  What is the essential difference between analytic (or "classical") line and "expressive" line as 
described by Sayre?  
•  From our lecture, what did Picasso say when he emerged from the cave at Lascaux? 
 
Remember there are images online now.  And heck I even still have some antique slides if you'd 
care to borrow them.   
 
Remember "line" is our vocabulary word of the month. 
 
Some MAIN POINTS of the lecture, as I see them: 
•  The past, even the most remote past, can still inspire us today 
•  Artists make connections across time, space, and cultural boundaries.  And so can your 
students! 
•  Much of western art for the past 2000 years has been influenced by the Greco-Roman tradition 
•  "Western" art has been "globalized" for quite some time (actually even before the early  20th c., 
and we'll talk more about that as the year goes on.) 
•  To create is human.  Even 30,000 years ago humans were sensitive observers of their 
surroundings, and they practiced their art.   
•  One way to discuss art is to consider its components, for examples:  light, space, texture, shape, 
scale, proportion, and line. 
 
AND finally, from Sayre, at least 2 other main points: 
 
•  Art has different purposes and functions.  According to Sayre, the primary roles of the artist can 
be distilled to four basic ideas: 
 1. to represent the world / to stimulate a sense of beauty  
 2. to express the artist's feelings about the world,  
 3. to reveal hidden or universal truths,  
 4. and to actively help us see the world in a new way.    
•  Art can arouse controversy.  (we'll deal with this aspect of art at greater length next semester.) 
 


