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What is Art?  What is Art History?  What is Visual Culture? 
What is art? 

Art n. 1. The expression or application of human creative skill and imagination, typically in a 
visual form such as painting or sculpture, producing works to be appreciated primarily for 
their beauty or emotional power: the art of the Renaissance great art is concerned with 
moral imperfections she studied art in Paris 

1.1Works produced by human creative skill and imagination:  

1.2Creative activity resulting in the production of paintings, drawings, or sculpture 

2 (the arts) The various branches of creative activity, such as painting, music, literature, and 
dance: the visual arts [in singular]: the art of photography 

3 (arts) Subjects of study primarily concerned with the processes and products of human 
creativity and social life, such as languages, literature, and history (as contrasted with 
scientific or technical subjects): the belief that the arts and sciences were incompatible the 
Faculty of Arts 

More example sentences  

4A skill at doing a specified thing, typically one acquired through practice: the art of 
conversation1

 

 

rt is a concept, the definition of which changes constantly, and is unique to each individual, 
to each time and to each cultural group.  However, despite this nebulous nature, we use art 
to define ourselves, to understand and explain our culture, and to communicate ideas and 

emotions.   

When trying to find a personal definition, I keep coming back to two strands – art as expression of 
self through a quest for aesthetic beauty (or excellence) and art as the creativity shown within one's 
very life itself.   

Is the act of sleeping art?  If one says so, then it is.  One might create an work expressing of this for 
others to view.  Which is art - the act, or the artefacts produced to demonstrate it?  By my personal 
definition, both may be art. (figure 1)  Socrates (quoted by Plato in  The Republic Book X) considered 
that art was a poor attempt to imitate reality.2

                                                             
1 The Oxford Dictionary (online edition) 

   

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/art 
2 Plato ((429–347 B.C.E.) Athenian philosopher, The Republic, Book X, translated by Benjamin Jowett (source, 
website http://mentalfloss.com/article/57501/27-responses-question-what-art  
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Humans classify and define aspects of life, in order to seek to understand and explain.  Thus, art is 
split into various facets – visual art, music, literature3

The concept of the artist has also changed over time.  Traditionally, at least in western art since the 
middle ages, artists were artisans, paid crafts workers whose workplace was a studio of apprentices, 
skilled workers and head artist.  One only became an artist when one had acquired a high level of 
skill with a particular medium.  Nowadays, one merely needs to profess to be an artist, and one is 
considered to be so, regardless of skills or training.    

, and spawns ancillary terms – artist/artisan, 
artefact/artwork, art critic.  Because this subject, Visual Culture,  is about how visual images reflect, 
define and manipulate our culture, I will use visual art as an example for work about art and artists.   

 

Figure 1 Helen Lyth, Insomnia 1, 2012 

                                                             
3 We also may refer, for example, to 'The culinary arts'.   
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The art work – the product of art practice, is also less defined.  Whereas in the past, art works fell 
within the traditional media – drawing, painting, photograph, sculpture, printmaking, now art works 
are likely to be encompass multiple media, may not be actual things at all, but events, happenings or 
the product of an online network.  Collaboration is common, with the initial idea coming from one or 
a group of artists.  The art work may be completely outside the control of the artist once it has 
begun, or tightly controlled within a set of parameters.  An art work may be ephemeral, and only 
documented in the minds of the artist and collaborators.   

What is art history? 

These more fluid definitions of art and art work, mean that there is a new approach also to art 
history.  In the past, the art historian documented and researched artists and their concrete art 
works, usually in relation to their relationships with others in the art world and the life and times of 
the culture in which they worked.  The contemporary art historian must still have a firm knowledge 
of art history, and the cultures that have spawned it, but also be able to accommodate this new 
"anything goes" approach to art.   

When it comes to making value judgements about art, there may be no markers to say what is good, 
better or outstanding.   No longer can one evaluate a work by the skill of the artist in a particular 
medium, or by the elements and principles or art, and how they are combined within a specific art 
work.  One can use the words of art critics and historians as a mere guide, as they, too, are swayed 
by fashion.  Fashion can make an artist superstar, in the visual arts just as much as in popular music, 
and huge prices paid for his (or, less often, her) work.  It is easy to be cynical about this, and the only 
real test is the long term one.   However fashions, even when looking at the 'dead' artist, are also 
fickle.  Many Australians now find the Heidelberg School of Australian impressionism old fashioned, 
idealised and colonial.  We tend to denigrate our parents' choices, but often hark back to those of 
our grandparents or earlier generations (the line of china ducks on the wall is now an ironic 
statement  on days gone by, in a world where kitsch is king).  When produced, the ready-mades of 
Marcel Duchamp were considered by most to be gimmicks – not real art.  Duchamp is now 
considered the father of contemporary art.  In effect he stated, "I am an artist.  Art is whatever I say 
it is."  Duchamp moved us away from the skilled artisan creating perfectly executed aesthetically 
perfect artefacts to the concept and idea being the basis for a creation where, quite literally, nothing 
is off limits.   

When writing about contemporary art, art historians, critics and reviewers are less likely to specify a 
set meaning for any art work or art event.  There may be many readings.  The art historian's role is to 
document the work, clearly stating what it is, what this might mean and to relate the artwork or 
happening to the wider world.4  There is indeed a blurring of roles, where the academic artist writes 
about art as well as practices and informs art history concurrently with practising art.5

                                                             
4 "What is it? - What does it look like?  How is it made?  What happened?" 

 

"What might this mean? How does the form or event carry meaning?" 
"How does this matter to the world at large?  What, finally, does this artwork or experience contribute – if 
anything – to the world? Or to put it bluntly: so what?" 
Williams, Gilda (2014), How to write about contemporary art (London Thames & Hudson, 2014.). 
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What is Visual Culture? 

"...the shared practices of a group, community, or society through which meanings are made 
out of the visual, aural, and textural world of representation and the way that looking 
practices are engaged in symbolic and communicative activities." 6

"Visual culture is concerned with visual events in which information, meaning or pleasure is 
sought by the consumer in an interface with visual technology.  By visual technology, I mean 
any form or apparatus designed either to be looked at or to enhance natural vision, from oil 
painting to television and the Internet."

 

7

The visual is the primary way in which we interact with our world.  Deprived of vision, one is unable 
to survive without the support of others, and one cannot experience the full gamut of one's culture 
and its artefacts.   

 

In today's world, there has been a shift in the way we interact with mediations of our world, away 
from text to more pictorial and diagrammatic forms.  Even with text, sub-headings, dot points and 
tables, flow charts and figured diagrams, are much more commonly used than long prose forms, 
except in academic writing.   

 

Figure 2 flowchart example  Image source: http://pajamaforest.com/comics/2011-07-18-How-to-decide-if-you-need-a-
flowchart.jpg 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
5 Rampley and Rampley, Matthew (2012), Art history and visual studies in Europe : transnational discourses 
and national frameworks (Brill's studies in intellectual history: v. 212: Leiden : Brill, 2012.). pp. 67-68 

 
6 Marita Sturken, and Lisa Cartwright, (2009), Practices of looking : an introduction to visual culture (New York : 
Oxford University Press, 2009.  2nd ed. p.3.   

7 Nicholas Mirzeoff, n.d. Chapter 1 "What is Visual Culture", in unspecified academic text, internet download, 
Georgetown University, retrieved 5/9/15 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=6&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CD8QFjAFah
UKEwi91oanlN_HAhXHnqYKHT1bA1U&url=http%3A%2F%2Ffaculty.georgetown.edu%2Firvinem%2Ftheory%2F
Mirzoeff-What_is_Visual_Culture.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGAEUX8g9Py5HiKsU8_QnxVpl19CQ&sig2=lQk9m5Tdi-
exPNVP6bYjQQ   
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Our visual culture is specific to our time and the groups to which we belong.  My visual culture is 
informed by my gender, age, race, education and other experiences, the place I live and my socio-
economic place within it.  Despite my unique view of the world, my visual culture is aligned to that of 
others in my society, such that we make common meanings from, are affected by and manipulated 
by images in a similar way.  We are targeted with propaganda seeking political allegiance, and 
manipulated by the media to have a particular, edited view of world and local events.  We are 
bombarded with images whose sole purpose is to create a mindset of anxiety which will only be 
assuaged by the purchase of a particular brand of car, or breakfast cereal, and assured that we 
cannot survive without technologies that didn't exist even ten years ago.  All of this is carefully 
crafted using a knowledge of our group's psychology, and, increasingly, our individual and group's 
past purchasing and online behaviour.  Even though we know this is happening, the power of 
imagery is such that, even with this knowledge, we still swarm to buy the latest i-thing.   

The artist working within our visual culture is increasingly sophisticated in the ways she produces 
work and art happenings to challenge the thinking of others in her society, through the use of a 
diversity of possibilities – mixed media, collaboration, the virtual space, performance and art event-
based art.  

 

Figure 3 Mountain to Mouth , extreme arts walk, 2014.  Photograph: Helen Lyth.  This art happening had no one artist – 
there were hundreds involved in making art works for a two day event in which participants were embedded in a work of 
art which comprised 12 art stations, and an 80 kilometre, 24 hour walk from the You Yangs to Barwon Heads.  Rather than 
a lead artist, Meme MacDonald was artistic director.   
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