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An Approach 

THE Fort Hays Studies are dedicated to the publication of research taking 
place on the campus of Fort Hays Kansas State College. The five members 

of the faculty of the Art department are presenting this issue as a somewhat 
unique form of research in which we are intimately involved. Unlike the usual 
conception of scholarly research, we present no sources or references, but rather 
the creative products of this research into the phenomenon of the artist-teacher 
on the college campus and his role in relation to the college, and primarily the 
students with whom he works. 

It is our feeling that the best teaching done in the field of the Fine Arts is 
done by those individuals who are practising creative artists and are sensitive 
members of the society in which they live. These are courageous people who 
establish a new set of circumstances in their work repeatedly and attempt to 
arrive at fresh solutions to visual problems as well as more abstract ideas. 

The role of the artist-teacher in society appears to have taken a new and quite 
significant direction. In the past, the emphasis was upon training an individual 
to be an artist or a teacher with little possibility of the two mingling. It is this 
mingling, or interweaving of the two, with which we are concerned. Unlike the 
concept of man as directed toward a single objective, present-day life seems to 
focus upon an integrated personality which must have many vital functions. In 
the case of the artist-teacher these vital functions seem to be necessary to each 
other, with each increasing the ability of the other to function upon a significant 
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level. Part of this is undoubtedly the result of the type of training which many 
artists receive today. In the past the artist was usually highly trained in the 
skills of his profession only, with little emphasis being placed on related areas. 
At the present time many artists are the product of liberal education backgrounds 
in which they tend to become more conversant with and involved in other art 
forms, as the dance and music, as well as philosophy and literature-man's at-
tempt to answer his major questions in many different expressive mediums. This 
background is characteristic of most trained artists today. Because of this 
heightened awareness to significant relationships, the artist places more emphasis 
on the relationship between his creativity and that of the young people with 
whom he works in a teaching situation. The interchange between the artist-
teacher and the student becomes not only the exchange of ideas, but perhaps 
more important, the cross-currents of enthusiasm which seem to move in both 
directions. Since the artist-teacher is involved in expressing his own ideas, com-
municating them to others in the process of giving form to them, as well as in 
the final state, the student's awareness and sensitivity are more thoroughly de-
veloped at an early stage. Because of this developing awareness, and the em-
phasis placed on the student's growing ability to think for himself, there is not 
a set "pattern" imposed on him in his creative efforts. Actually the demand is 
made of him that he do his own thinking and work in his own way from the very 
beginning. This point may perhaps be clearer to the reader on viewing the dif-
ferent directions in expression taken by the five faculty members, not only as 
they differ from each other, but as they represent a variety of ideas within their 
0wn work. This variety is due, only in part, to the variety of media with which 
the individual works, since he usually selects the material on the basis of its 
appropriateness to the idea with which he is concerned. 

It would clarify our direction in teaching to cite an example. This part of the 
Midwest has long been under the aesthetic influence and stamp placed upon it 
by the Regional painters of the 193O's, particularly Thomas Hart Benton, John 
S~euart Curry and Grant Wood. Because of their influence, the use of many 
regionally characteristic subjects has become trite to the viewer. The young 
artist, who, due to this background, may feel strongly about deserted farms with 
windmills, typical Kansas sunsets or tornados, is faced with the necessity to make 
his statement about these things sufficiently meaningful and in good taste to 
avoid being trite. We, as teachers, feel that it is our responsibility to encourage 
him to treat of these things, precisely because they are meaningful to him per-
sonally, rather than to encourage him to deal with things which might, by their 
very nature, be more visually pleasing, but unknown to him. The city, tropical 



vegetation or ocean scenes might be good examples of this type of subject matter 
about which most of our students have little personal feeling or involvement, 
and in many cases, of which they have little visual experience. This would render 
these things as second-hand visual experiences without any possibility of content 
for the student. 

Our respoosibility is to promote the growth of an aesthetic awareness and 
sense of good taste in these young people, largely by talking with them about 
their work, and through the example of our own work. These must be used in 
conjunction with the teaching of the History of Art, reading and looking at works 
of art. In this connection, we feel that our exhibition program is extremely val-
uable. Eleven major exhibitions are held each year, students being encouraged 
to study each of them carefully as they represent significant art being produced 
not only in the area but nationally, and not infrequently, internationally. 

It is our feeling that many of the important contributions being made in con-
temporary · art are taking place in the Midwest which had remained culturally 
isolated until quite recently. Possibly the freshness of the work produced in this 
area now is in part due to this isolation, a situation which largely prohibited young 
artists from forming preconceived ideas as to the nature of a work of art based 
o~ popular movements and fads, and forced him to form his own ideas out of 
the depths of his own well-examined experiences. This is not to imply that a 
lack of background is advantageous, but that some isolation from short-lived 
directions may prove helpful. 

Recently much emphasis has been placed on the importance of uniqueness in 
the field of art. We feel that uniqueness, for its own sake, is not a valid criterion 
by which a work of art may be judged. This uniqueness seems to be carried 
out of proportion in much of contemporary art. Uniqueness should stem from a 
source deep within the individual's own thinking about the idea with which he 
is dealing. 

These brief comments about the approach which we have to the teaching of 
art and the role of the artist-teacher constitute an attempt to put into words our 
approach to what might be called research in the field of art. Since the prefix 
re before that word seems to suggest an attempt to go back to many sources and 
compile significant data from these sources, perhaps it would be more appropri-
ate to use the word search to define these attempts. Though each of us is un-
questionably affected by historical solutions to similar problems, our approach is 
not the act of compiling these. In this sense, we feel that .it does constitute a 
search for new solutions, therefore the word search takes precedence over that 
of research in the title. 
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THE creative search for form is required of everyone capable of 
becoming educated. Everyone who seeks to avoid the deadly 

performance of routine may escape and even add something to life 
through a creative experience. This pursuit requires much more 
sense involvement than is used in the assembling of known quanti-
ties or participating in formulized processes of following dictums, 
doctrines, fads or the fashionable. The act of forming requires in 
the deepest sense a healthful rejection of the "shape of things." 
Even one's own thoughts, understandings and feelings about things 
or subject. 

The creative act, valued by some as dominant among the many 
acts of man, involves one in a most complex and mysterious ex-
perience. It is personal, exclusive and even lonely at times unless 
one becomes "known" and ceases to search. One rewarded with the 
responsibilities of teaching has a course which, if pursued, can 
lead away from the position of becoming the final authority; pos-
sessor of all knowledge; the one to be emulated. He may even 
enlarge his own little world and become capable of leading others 
if he will continue to create; to search for a deeper meaning in his 
field. 
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THE approach of each creative individual is most strongly re-
Bected in the things which he creates and, in the case of the 

artist-teacher, the manner in which he teaches. Perhaps the words 
examine and experiment would be most appropriate to define my 
approach. The artist, whether painter, poet or composer, seems 
to define himseli through questioning each experience and idea 
which impinge on his consciousness, and subsequently stating his 
position or thinking in relation to these things. The abstract nature 
of much painting might suggest that formal structure and composj-
tion take precedence over the human element as the content. This 
is true in some respects, however the emotional or human element 
cannot effectively be separated from more formal considerations. 
In some instances one aspect seems to dominate the other but this 
is more the result of considerations which arise in the act of creating . 
than an intellectual or emotional preference which is preconceived. 
To begin a painting with certain ideas and limits in mind and let 
the visual images develop in the process seems preferable. These 
prior images have no verbal form and can only be given significant 
meaning and organization in relation to each other when they take 
visual form. A work of art is a thing with its own existence, separate 
from other objects which it might suggest or represent. This does 
not mean the rejection of visual objects known by experience, but 
rather the placement of them in a new context. 
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MAN is not compartmentalized-nor should his art be. A trans-
fer of theory between the visual arts is not only possible; it 

proves more logical than acceptance on the basis of historic prec-
edent. 

Should figures sculptured today don bandages of paint and suffer 
amputation simply because the Greeks once painted their sculpture 
and we now behold it in fragments. It seems far more logical to 
accept paint as a surface for sculpture because the artist desires 
the color and tactical qualities normally associated with two di-
mensional art. And, may not sculpture be left incomplete much 
as part of a drawing may be left to the imagination, thereby di-
recting your attention or suggesting movement. 

The so-called flat arts may also benefit from the lending of con-
cepts. For example, collages are poorly explained through the 
precedent of the Da da movement, and to say that a nonobjective 
painter is enlarging water lilies leaves something to be desired. 
The painter, in the precedent of the sculptor, should be allowed to 
take advantage of the aesthetic properties of different materials-
the painter may even model with paint. 

True, history may provide us with clues. But it is rationalism 
rather than reason to like something because it resembles the old 
and familiar. And an artist striving for effects he has observed in 
other work, old or new, is practicing eclectioism, not ereativity. 

The difference is in clarity of thought, and certainly the transfer 
of theories is not the whole answer. But a student or teacher lib-
erated from cumbersome thinking is free to create. 
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IT HAS been the concern with the significance of man's existence 
that has been a vital force in the nature of this sculpture, 

whereas the concern for inventiveness, individuality and perfection 
of form have varied from work to work. It has been a preoccupa-
tion with the personal meaningfulness of the subject that has been 
an essential factor in the nature of the form expressed. The work 
does not exist as a process in which the action of creating becomes 
the experience expressed but is a mediation and a reflection upon 
that which is meaningful. 
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CREATIVITY is a form of communication. The artist attempts 
to record concepts meaningful to him and to communicate to 

his fellow man. These may be experiences easily shared and recog-
nized by others and at the same time they may be hidden, deep 
seated experiences known only to the creator. 

To achieve this exchange of ideas, the artist must make use of 
materials. These materials are molded and shaped into significant 
forms which should be inventive, imaginative and expressive. Suc-
cessful creative work is a balance between these experiences and 
ideas put into tangible form of materials. It is hoped that the ob-
server is aware of this inter-relationship. 
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