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Usually we think of art as a painting on a wall or a sculpture on a pedestal. Marcel Duchamp’s readymades forced his viewers to question this definition of art. In this activity students look at one of the most controversial moments in contemporary art history and debate the questions that the event raised. Each student will determine where he or she stands on the issue and defend the position in a letter to the editor of the local newspaper.

The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme Artists as Rule Breakers, students will understand the following “big ideas.” The italicized idea is emphasized in the “Who Says It’s Art?” activity.
· What are the qualities/characteristics of a rule breaker?

· How have rule-breaking artists changed how we make and view art today?
· How does political and artistic action influence or change culture?

To introduce the activity

01.    Review: With your students, go over the activity’s overview and “big idea.”

02.    Journal option: If you plan on doing more than one activity from this  theme, ask students to create a journal for it. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.
03.    Preactivity class discussion: What is art? Conduct a short discussion to prepare the students for what they will see within the activity screens. Some possible topics:

a.   What is art? Students create a page in their journals where they list everything that they consider art.

b.   What are the rules and assumptions that people make about art? Students examine their “what is art” lists and discuss the assumptions they have in common (for example, art is seen in museums, art is painting and sculpture, art is anything you want it to be, etc.).

c.   Do artists have a responsibility to use traditional media and methods? Or should they try to go beyond what has come before?

d.  Can a work be considered radical if the only unconventional thing about it is the use of a new method or medium? 
04.    Ongoing class discussion: What is rule breaking? Use these questions as a guide to explore students’ perceptions of rule breaking before, during, and after the activities to help them clarify and expand their notions of rule breakers.

a. What does it mean to be a rule breaker?

b. Who are some rule breakers in our culture? 

c. What did things look like before, what changes did they make, and what was the public response along the way?

d. Who are some modern artists who paved the way for artistic rule breaking today?

e. What are the qualities and characteristics of a radical artist or thinker? (Create a list as a class.)
05.    Activity prep: This activity assumes that you will draw on the students’ abilities to do timeline research. You may want to suggest some effective data-gathering resources. 

06.    Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artists in Making Sense of Modern Art and complete the activity steps (duplicated below for your review). 

Related Standards

Language Arts Grades 9/10

2.0 Writing Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.4 Write persuasive compositions:

a. Structure ideas and arguments in a sustained and logical fashion.

b. Use specific rhetorical devices to support assertions (e.g., appeal to logic through reasoning; appeal to emotion or ethical belief; relate a personal anecdote, case study,or analogy).

2.0 Speaking Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.5 Deliver persuasive arguments (including evaluation and analysis of problems and solutions and causes and effects):

a. Structure ideas and arguments in a coherent, logical fashion.

b. Use rhetorical devices to support assertions (e.g., by appeal to logic through reasoning; by appeal to emotion or ethical belief; by use of personal anecdote, case study, or analogy).

c. Clarify and defend positions with precise and relevant evidence, including facts, expert opinions, quotations, expressions of commonly accepted beliefs, and logical reasoning.

d. Anticipate and address the listener’s concerns and counterarguments.

Language Arts Grades 11/12

2.0 Writing Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.4 Write historical investigation reports:

a. Use exposition, narration, description, argumentation, exposition, or some combination of rhetorical strategies to support the main proposition.

b. Analyze several historical records of a single event, examining critical relationships between elements of the research topic.

2.0 Speaking Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.2 Deliver oral reports on historical investigations:

a. Use exposition, narration, description, persuasion, or some combination of those to support the thesis.

b. Analyze several historical records of a single event, examining critical relationships between elements of the research topic.

c. Explain the perceived reason or reasons for the similarities and differences by using information derived from primary and secondary sources to support or enhance the presentation.

d. Include information on all relevant perspectives and consider the validity and reliability of sources.

Materials Needed

01.   Access to computers to view Making Sense of Modern Art
02.   Writing materials
Time Needed up to four class periods

01.   One to introduce the activity and view Making Sense of Modern Art screens

02.   One to prepare debate arguments

03.   One to present the debate

04.   One to write a letter to the editor (could be homework)

Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.    Research notes on “The R. Mutt Story”

02.    Classroom participation

03.    Presentation in the debate

04.    Analysis of the debate’s arguments

05.    Persuasive language in a letter to the editor

06.    Supporting evidence

07.    Written reflection

“Who Says It’s Art?” Activity
Usually we think of art as a painting on a wall or a sculpture on a pedestal. Marcel Duchamp’s readymades forced his viewers to question this definition of art. In this activity you will look at one of the most controversial moments in contemporary art history and debate the questions that the event raised. You will determine where you stand on the issue and defend your position in a public debate and a letter to the editor of the local newspaper.

The “Big Idea”

How have rule-breaking artists changed how we make and view art today?
In this activity you will:

01.    Review and analyze a story about the making of an exhibition

02.    Debate the definition of art

03.    Review the recorded debate in class

04.    Write a persuasive letter to the editor based on your position

05.    Reflect on how your definition of art changed while debating and writing the letter

You will be graded on:

01.    Research notes on “The R. Mutt Story”

02.    Classroom participation

03.    Presentation in the debate

04.    Analysis of the debate’s arguments

05.    Persuasive language in your letter to the editor

06.    Use of supporting evidence

07.    Written reflection

Activity Steps
In this debate and writing activity, you will explore the roles of the various people who contribute to the making of an exhibition during a time when the definition of art is changing.

Part 1: Public Debate

01.   Review: In pairs, read “The R. Mutt Story” in Making Sense of Modern Art, then prepare for a debate. Divide into five groups; each group will assume one of the following roles:

a. artists who submitted readymade works to a museum art exhibition

b. the museum’s exhibition selection committee

c. members of the local art society (which is funding the exhibition) who don’t believe that the readymade works are really art

d. journalists covering the exhibition

e. members of the community, who may have mixed views on the art

02.    Analyze: Depending on your group’s role, prepare your argument either for or against the legitimacy of readymades as art. The following questions must be addressed: 


What is art? Who says it’s art? Who should get to decide?

03.    Voice: Make your statement and defend your position to the other groups. Record the debate on video.

04.    Review: Evaluate the video with your class.

05.    Reflect: In your journal, analyze the types of arguments that were used in the debate (analogy, emotional, legal authority, etc.). In your opinion, was it successful? Did it change your opinion on readymades as art?

Part 2: Letter to the Editor

01.    Write: Based on your personal opinion, assume the role of a community member and write a persuasive letter to the editor of your local newspaper, either defending or condemning the exhibition of readymade art. Refer to your classmates’ debate points and rebut or confirm them.

02.    Edit: Peer edit, rewrite, and hand in your letter.

03.    Reflect: In your journal, reflect on whether debating and writing the letter solidified your position on the issue. Can you describe the process of how the definition of art gradually changes over time? Who is involved, and who has to agree? At what point can the definition be said to have changed definitively?










Artists as Rule Breakers�“Who Says It’s Art?” Teacher’s Guide





These language-arts activities explore the rule-breaking culture of modern and contemporary art. During the past century many artists have spent the better part of their careers breaking rules, challenging traditions, and creating new methods of expression. Their work teaches us a great deal about what was happening in the world at the time it was made. The four avant-garde artists featured in these activities received both negative and positive public attention for their challenges to established forms, processes, and ideas. By studying how they broke rules and even created new ones, students will gain insight into how such radical shifts in thinking have affected our culture today. 
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