Poetry and Painting Elective (SS ’05)

Agenda Overview:

Session I

Visual and Verbal Tonalities

Session II

Icarus, Leda and the Swan of Classicism

Session III
Inward and Outward Movements: 

Towards Impressionistic Representation and Expressionistic Figuration 

Session IV
When All Rules Have Been Broken:  

Form-less Verse and the Non-Objective Painting

Session I    Visual and Verbal Tonalities

1. Brainstorm about Poetry and Painting

· About Verbal vs. Visual expression (Notes written on board)

· Differences and similarities

· Visual illustration

i. as servant to the verbal

ii. as an enriching, supplementing medium in its own right

· Verbal “illustration”

i. as servant to the visual

ii. as an enriching, supplementing medium in its own right

2.  Introduction

The human being is a verbal and visual species.  When we express ourselves, the eyes, ears and vocal cords dominate– for better, or for worse – over the nose; in addition, our own intense sense of touch has been effectively confined to very select societal circumstances.

Verbal expression includes all usages of the word, both written and spoken.  We have named the art of employing words in extraordinary ways as the art of poetry.  A trite poem is ridiculed as being “prosaic.”  An eloquent piece of prose, however, or a remarkably rich idea may be complimented as being “poetic.”  

Not all verbal expressions should strive for poetic greatness – imagine a tool instruction manual written in rhyming iambic pentameter.  And not all poems should strive to be pragmatic.  In fact, poetry attempts to transcend the toils of the pragmatic world.  By means of a length of words, poetry strives to connect the physical world that surrounds us with the invisible world of meaning, idea and truth.  The particular register of a poem may be elegant, high-falutin’, somber, glitzy, circumlocutory, terse, equivocal or simple and direct depending upon the identity of its maker and the socio-historical context of this person.  Regardless of how the poem sounds, that it sounds at all reveals to us the inner imperative of the human to employ verbal language in refined ways.

Even before learning how to walk, the young child is fascinated by using pencils or crayons to make a mark upon the environment around.  In so doing, the child changes the look of something, whether it be a blank piece of paper or the bedroom wall.  With practice, the child will draw pictures that often convey feelings, situations or familial dynamics that the child cannot express in words.  Although the aphorism tells us that “a picture says a thousand words,” in truth, a picture is able to convey ineffable truths for which either words simply do not exist or the right words cannot – for whatever reasons – be uttered.

Of course, all media – visual as well as audible – of artist expression have this ability to transcend verbal expression.  In this course, we shall focus upon painting, leaving other forms of visual expressions for another time.

An appreciation of poetry and painting that seeks to dive beneath the superficial will need to confront the craft of poetry and of painting.  Without an acquaintance with the complexity of a sonnet, the pioneering spirit of free verse can hardly be understood.  Likewise, without an acquaintance with the complexity of, for example, da Vinci’s oil painting technique or of colour theory in general, the pioneering spirit of abstract expressionism can hardly be understood.

Regarding the broad legacy of poetry within English literature, the emergence of an “open form” of verse has been the single-most defining development of modern and contemporary poetry.

Regarding the broad legacy of painting within western art history, the emergence of the “non-objective” identity of painting has been the single-most defining development of modern and contemporary painting.

One goal of this course is to approach, identify and compare the interrelated qualities particular to open form verse and non-objective painting.

3.  Exercises:

a. Verbal tones

i. Explore a dictionary for words that convey a certain tone.

ii. Using Poe’s approach to writing poetry, compose a short open-form poem.

b. Visual tones

i. Palette Exploration:  Choose 2 colours experimenting with various patterns or forms.

ii. Choose 3 colours and experiment.

4.  Brief overview of Colour Theory

5.  Exercise:  Expand the colour chords patterns based upon the notion of a colour sphere.

Assigned Homework:  Colour Theory Essay; poems for next session

Session II 

Icarus, Leda and the Swan of Classicism

1.  Icarus

a. Regard Icarus paintings from Bruegel,Charles-Paul Landon, Henri Matisse, Odilon Redon, Charles Le Brun, Van Dyck  (http://www.island-ikaria.com/multimedia/ikarosart.asp).

b. Read Icarus poems from Williams, Auden (with attention to versification).

c. Review myth.

d. Compare visual and verbal tonalities, capabilities and effects.

2.  Leda and the Swan

a. Regard paintings from da Vinci and Henri Gervex (with attention given to da Vinci oil painting technique).

b. Read Yeats poem (with attention given to sonnet construction).

c. Review myth.

d. Compare visual and verbal tonalities, capabilities and effects.

3.  Questions for both Icarus and Leda

a. What is the primary source?  

b. In what way do the secondary works complement or supplement the original?

c. Could a visual work convey the idea of the story without being illustrative?  How?

4.  Exercises

a. Compose a sonnet  (simply to glimpse the difficulty of working with such seemingly senseless rules).  Why do such rules exist?

b. Draw a pen and ink figurative sketch.  Again, why would someone insist upon imitative accuracy?

c. Regard a colour chord within a Renaissance painting (for example a piece of fabric).  Explore your own colour chords within patterns.

Assigned Homework:  Essay on Impressionism.  Poems for next session.

Session III   
Inward and Outward Movements:

Towards  Impressionistic Representation and Expressionistic Figuration

1.   
Regard Van Gogh, Gaugain, Courbert, Cezanne, Cummings, Duchamps, Mondrian

2. Read Cummings, Graves, Thomas

3. Consider how classical rules of composition have been changed and why.

4. Exercise:  Go outside to the Stadtpark and find a colour chord that catches your eye.  With watercolour paint, try to capture the mood experienced in that moment.  Is it possible to convey this mood without being imitative?  What happens when you try to paint a “true to life” imitation of the colour chord scene?

Session IV
     When All Rules Have Been Broken:  

Form-less Verse and the Non-Objective Painting

1.   Regard Pollock, Newman, Rothko

2.   Read Douglas, Gunn, Hughes, Plath, Tony Ton

3.   Questions:  What is the difference between intentionally breaking meaningless rules and ignoring rules which are simply too hard to follow?  Why is this question so painful for so many critics, painters and poets?

