COURSE 4.396

SPECIAL PROBLEMS IN VISUAL ARTS 
Spring 2005 
Meeting room: N51-117

Professor: Allan McCollum

Tuesday, February 1, 10:00 AM - 1:00 PM 

FIRST DAY OF CLASS.

Learn about Allan McCollum’s work, introduce ourselves, ask questions, maybe learn about each other a bit. 

I’m hoping to learn about your backgrounds and your thoughts, so I’ve written up a sheet of questions. Please download the document (it’s in Microsoft Word) and fill out your answers to the questions in your computer (in the fields to the RIGHT of the questions). Please don’t include any pictures! Email it to me as an attachment BY FRIDAY MORNING, at: allanmcnyc@aol.com 

Question sheet to download:
http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/notices/questions.doc

Assignment: 

There are many ways to define an artwork. One way is to define it in the context of similar objects. But similar in what way? We could, for instance, compare one painting to all other paintings; or, alternatively, we could define a painting in the context of other “domestic” objects (chairs, beds, lamps). 

For the purposes of this course, I would like us to compare artworks to other “symbolic” objects. 

We generally think of artworks as chiefly symbolic — that is, their “main purpose” is to stand for or represent something else entirely —- usually a philosophical, emotional complex of another order. But there are many other kinds of “symbolic objects” that function similarly, and I believe that if we consider the work of art in relation to them, we will come to a better understanding. 

Other examples of objects that exist for the primary purpose of symbolizing something else: 

Monuments 

Souvenirs 

Gravestones 

Religious relics 

Jewelry 

Trophies 

etc. 

As an exercise, I would like you to create a good list of at least 60 categories of symbolic object that we come into contact with in living our lives — both personal and public. 

For this exercise, we will define a “symbolic object” as a physical thing, i.e., something we can touch or carry around. We won’t define, for instance, a “word” or a “concept” or a “memory” as a symbolic object! 

NOTE: Objects often BECOME symbolic through use (i.e., one’s automobile) -- but for our purposes, please only list objects that are created or used PRIMARILY for symbolic purposes. 

Please think in terms of separate categories — don’t list, for instance, six types of souvenirs — “Souvenirs” should only count as ONE item in your list. 

Do at least 60 categories. If you can’t think of 60 in one sitting, set the list aside and go back to it later -- more will come to you. 

Please email me your lists in a Microsoft Word document, separated by line breaks (as above — not in a single line, like Monuments, Souvenirs, Gravestones, Religious relics, Jewelry, Trophies .—. but a vertical list). 

Email the list to me by the END OF THE DAY FRIDAY, at: allanmcnyc@aol.com 

AND:

Download and read this text (for discussion next week): 

Anne Rorimer

From: InterReview, 2004

MICHAEL ASHER: CONTEXT AS CONTENT

http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/asher1.pdf

---

I’m in the process of working up a webpage that will outline our activities for the semester; it is subject to revision, and can be seen at in its early stage at:

http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/specialproblems2005.html

