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Preface

7

The aim of this book is to examine child development in art and the role 
of visual arts education in their cultural contexts and thus aid the current 
process of re-thinking in those fields. Such a process is clearly underway 
not only in the Nordic countries but in many other countries as well. That 
was the overall impression from the symposium “The Cultural Context: 
Comparative Studies of Art Education and Children’s Drawings” held in 
Vilnius, Lithuania, April 23-27 1997.

The meeting attracted researchers and research students from Denmark, 
Finland, Norway, and Sweden; Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania; as well as 
invited guests from France, United Kingdom, and the USA. It was organ
ized by the Nordic Network of Researchers in Visual Arts Education, to
gether with professor Karin Aronsson, Sweden, who was in charge of the 
local arrangements. Financial support was provided by the Nordic Acade
my for Advanced Studies.

The general shape of this book was determined by contributions to the 
symposium, although some of the original papers have been substantially 
revised. In this process Ms. Lynn Stevenson has examined the English lan
guage, while the editor has focused on the content of the contributions. I 
want to thank Ms. Stevenson for her careful work and the contributors to 
this book for their patient and good natured responses to the challenges I set 
them.

The contents have been ordered in terms of a number of sections: Con
ceptual Issues, Research Methods, Cross-Cultural Studies, and Art Educa
tion in Context. Although contents are overlapping, the titles of these sec
tions suggest the main emphases by the contributors. The foci vary with 
national research communities. This may add to the efficiency and coher
ence of the research. At the same time, it makes Nordic meetings, with input 
from different research communities, a stimulating experience. Even so, 
Nordic researchers and research students need a close exchange with col
leagues in other parts of the world. Therefore, I wish to express my special 
gratitude to the professors Maureen Cox, United Kingdom, Bernard Darras, 
France, and Brent Wilson, USA, who - as pioneers and mentors - generous
ly shared their ideas and contributed to this volume. Dr Brent Wilson even 
took his time to read the manuscript through and write a visionary epilogue.

This book should be relevant not only to visual arts educators but also to 
other professional groups with an interest in cross-cultural and multicultural



issues. Its publication received support from the Swedish Council for Re
search in the Humanities and Social Sciences.

Lars Lindström



Lars Lindström

Introduction

Until the mid-nineteensixties, children’s drawings were one of the most 
popular themes in Swedish professional writing on art education. Then 
suddenly, this topic almost disappeared from the agenda not to return until 
the last few years. After the World War II, progressive educators appreci
ated child art, like modem art in general, as the genuine expression of the 
unique personality of its creator. The password was “free creative expres
sion” and the values held were close to those epitomized by Jackson Pol
lock and the Abstract Expressionists: autonomy, artistic will, the search 
for a universal and archetypal language, and a respect for the formal tradi
tion and the physical realities of the materials. Herbert Read in Great Brit
ain and his Nordic counterparts (in Sweden: Jan Thomeaus, Carlo Derkert) 
supplied with the persuasive rhetoric while others, such as Viktor Lowen- 
feld and the Swedish art educator Gunnar Sandberg, involved themselves 
with the nitty-gritty of the realization of the educational utopia set forth.

As suggested in the cartoon by Ad Reinhardt (Figure 1), Abstract Ex
pressionism seemed for a while—especially in the USA—being able to 
rescue Art from the evils of capitalism. Modernist art actively sought to 
remove itself from the marketplace to secluded areas; the art world was 
regarded as being more or less autonomous in its relationships to the mun
dane world with its pedestrian concerns. In the same vein, the art class was 
looked upon as a reserve or a counterbalance to the teaching of the so- 
called useful subjects in school. Here the soul of the child should be pro
tected against the destructive influence of commercialism and even—para
doxically—against the teacher herself who was suspected of having the 
ambition to teach children about the conventions of adult—that is, already 
corrupted—pictorial activities.Already in the mid-sixties, however, Mod
ernism as a pictorial program was losing ground. The influence of pop 
artists (Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol, etc.), with their recognition of art 
as a commodity and their breaking down of the boundaries between high 
and low art, was evident not only in the art world but also in art education. 
Marxism and feminism further contributed to rob Art of its sacred aura and 
its claims of existing in and of itself. However, the foundation of the cri-
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E & S  ABSTRACT ART

F igure 1.
A d  R einhardt,
The Rescue of Art. 
Cartoon p u b lish ed  
in N ew sw eek,
12 August, 1946.

tique was supplied by the new media whose impact on modern life was 
strongly felt and a subject of heated debate. In art education, the focus of 
curricula, teacher training and research shifted to picture analysis, popular 
forms of visual communication, and cultural analysis. When in 1971, the 
Swedish art teacher Anders Almgren published a scholarly dissertation 
comparing the use of perspective by artists and children (Almgren 1971), 
his work was hardly noticed by his colleagues. One reason is probably that 
he wrote in German, another that interest in children’s art was almost non
existent by the time.

In the Nordic countries until the 1990’s, the postmodern climate and its 
focus on the text rather than on its creator—the popular slogan being “art as 
a pictorial language"—has probably been most pronounced in Sweden. 
However, Jencks (1986) observes that Postmodernism “is both the continu
ation of Modernism and its transcendence” (p. 7). This continuity is aptly 
illustrated by Danish researchers inspired by postmodern ideas. Instead of 
abandoning child art as a topic of study, these researchers revised estab
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lished theories on children’s development of a pictorial language. Soon af
ter but, interestingly, completely independent of Brent W ilson’s classic ar
ticle “An iconoclastic view of the imagery sources in the drawings of young 
people” (1977), the Danish art educators Rolf Köhler and Kristian Pedersen 
published a book called B0rns billedproduktion i en billedkultur (1978; 
Children’s Picture Making in a Visual Culture) where they critisized Lo- 
wenfeld (Lowenfeld & Brittain 1969) and others for not taking into consid
eration the impact of the visual culture in which children participate. Like 
the article by Wilson, their book created a huge stir among those who cher
ished the romantic myth of the innocent and uncorrupted child.

Today, no one seems to be able to rescue neither art nor the child from 
the “banality,” “prejudice,” “linguistic stereotypes” or any other of the al
ienating powers so aptly depicted in Reinhardt's cartoon (Figure 1). Nei
ther would anyone choose the train, once the symbol for industrialism and 
progress, to illustrate the age in which we are living. The metaphor describ
ing child development as a steady progression, through natural stages, to
wards a state of reason and virtue is on its way to be exhausted, too. In art 
education, Lowenfeld's grand narrative of the emancipation of the child 
from artful scribbles, via a growing mastery of visual realism, to the ex
pressive qualities of early Modernism is challenged by a variety of smaller, 
less comprehensive narratives. Today, artistic development is rather de
scribed as the growth of a gradually more differentiated repertoire, with 
different options co-existing and being available for different purposes rath
er than replacing each other in a hierarchical order. In this perspective, there 
is not one but multiple end-points of development.

The purpose of this book is to aid the process of re-thinking child devel
opment in art and the role of art education, by examining these phenomena 
in their cultural contexts. During the past three decades, process approach
es regarding drawings as constructions (Thomas & Silk 1990) have urged 
researchers to look upon the field with fresh eyes. The same can be said 
about the emerging socio-cultural approaches. These two sets of approach
es have laid the empirical foundation for the revival of interest in children’s 
artistic growth not only in the Nordic countries (e.g. Hansson et al. 1991, 
Andersson 1994, Lindström 1995, Aronsson 1997, Pedersen 1997) but in 
other parts of the world, too, as manifested in this book by scholars of inter
national stature such as Bernard Darras, France, Maureen Cox, United 
Kingdom, and Brent Wilson, USA.

The contents have been ordered in terms of a number of sections, and the 
first of these is entitled Conceptual Issues. In Chapter One, Bernard Darras 
makes an important distinction between “figurative” and “visual” thinking 
that urges the reader to question the hegemony of artistic doctrines in the
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teaching of visual communication. In the grand narrative of art education, 
progress has been defined in terms of visual thinking, i.e. thinking and pic
ture making that departs from perception. Figurative thinking, by contrast, 
is based on cognitive categories or “abstracts". Darras notes that “figura
tive” thinking, unlike “visual” thinking, neglects the variable dimensions 
of the object, such as textures, shades, thickness and proportions. In every
day communication, “figurative” images such as diagrams, maps, plans, 
sketches, mnemonic picture writings, etc. are used in connection with other 
signs such as words and gestures. In contrast to these images, “visual” rep
resentations are made to be independent of their context, last a long time 
and be universally shared.

Figurative thinking has profoundly marked the history of humanity. To
gether with gestures, figurative signs were influential in the emergence of 
early writing systems. In our times, it is manifested by the proliferation 
icons, logos and other means of visual communication. In children’s “art” 
this figurative aspect is recognized by the commentary that the child draws 
what he or she knows or, to quote Darras, draws “abstracts of typical knowl
edge expected by his or her social and cultural group.” However, rather 
than to value and recognize repertoires of images influenced by figurative 
thinking in their own right, schools tend to stifle and reject these by looking 
upon them as a stage that has to be transcended in favour of the visual 
repertoire that has dominated Western art since the Renaissance. The con
sequence, according to Darras, is that students become “unable to use their 
previous language and are not capable of mastering the new one.”

In Chapter Two, Kristian Pedersen summarizes more than two decades 
of Danish research on children’s visual representations. Long before Julia 
Kristeva’s term “intertextuality” was introduced into the scholarly discourse 
on art education, Pedersen and his colleagues started to undermine the au
tonomy of images and to challenge the ideas of “autencity” and “expres
sion” that constitute the core of any Modernist philosophy of art education. 
According to Kristeva (1980, p. 66), “any text is constructed as a mosaic of 
quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.” Ped
ersen and co-workers began by studying thematic and formal structures in 
children’s and grownups’ pictures and found, not unexpectedly, great sim
ilarities. These were analysed in a sociological and semiotic perspective. 
As a result of a few longitudinal studies, however, a more dialectical view 
was adopted with a new emphasis on how children transform their acquired 
symbol systems. “The point in my research,” says Pedersen (1997) today, 
“is that children’s development of a pictorial language can neither be re
duced to a psychological problem nor to a linguistic and semiological prob
lem.”
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In Chapter Three, Helene Illeris analyses the ambivalence and shame 
that many Danish art teachers feel about copying. She presents an anecdote 
that epitomizes this conflict and gives an example of how to transcend it. 
Although it is not a success story in all respects, Illeris reconstructs it as a 
typical pedagogical “fairy tale.” Lingering on the issue of copying, howev
er, she finds it somewhat outdated. “How can art and even art studies claim 
that originality and authenticity comes from the inside of practitioners, in 
an epoch dominated by all kinds of sim ulacra” she asks rhetorically. Build
ing upon personal experiences, she suggests that teachers should offer 
young people artworks as models and supplements to their habitual reper
toire of Barbies, hearts, dragons or stereotyped landscapes and portraits.

The second section deals with Research Methods. In Chapter Four, Mar
jatta Saamivaara set the agenda. What does it really mean to study the world 
from the perspective of a child, Saamivaara asks herself. What it means to 
be a child is never something that is simply fixed or given. Childhood is a 
social construct. Even our own childhood memories are filtered through the 
lens of how we have learnt as adults to think about childhood. Saamivaara 
concludes: “In studying children, therefore, there is a sense in which we are 
likely to be studying the child within ourselves.” This suggestion that child 
studies in a certain sense presupposes a dialogue with the “child within 
ourselves” mns all through the section dealing with research methods.

In Chapter Five, Pirkko Pohjakallio urges us to put new questions to old 
school drawings, since they only tell us something when we know what to 
ask. These questions generally do not arise from the discipline of visual arts 
education itself but from questions that intrigue us in our everyday life. 
Pohjakallio recounts her first encounter, in the 1980’s, with a collection of 
old school drawings. This reminded her of her own childhood: “I recog
nized ... a world before television, where pictorial influences came mainly 
from books, periodicals, scrapbooks, a family bible illustrated by Doré, la
bels, advertisements, and posters.” In studying the history of art education 
as the history of everyday life, pictures drawn by school children may, sim
ilarly, tell us how we, at various times, have seen and have been taught to 
see the human being, the environment, and different aspects of our culture.

In Chapter Six, Päivi Granö applies a similar approach to the studying of 
childhood images made by artists. Extracts from two case studies illustrate 
how artists may have a tendency to make a coherent story that can explain 
present artistic choices. Their childhood memories are interpreted in the 
context of the art world, i.e. filtered through a contemporary lens. This lens 
make one artist emphasize the importance of tools and materials (e.g. toned 
paper), while the other structures his memories in terms of the typical avant- 
garde narrative of conflict with powerful figures.
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In Chapter Seven, Inkeri Sava uses her own life history as the object of 
her research. This is, no doubt, an unconventional and courageous approach, 
being very far from the way in which research into visual arts education is 
commonly practised and understood. However, her personal narrative rais
es important questions to the social sciences and humanistic research in 
general. If we as researchers do not know ourselves, but create our identi
ties by means of family myths and other narratives that often prove to be 
false, how could we then be so presumptuous to assert that we understand 
other human beings? Sava is not alone among contemporary qualitative 
researchers to question the need to bracket one’s own life. Barry Kanpol 
(1997), an educational researcher working in the tradition of critical eth
nography, thinks that self-reflection is necessary to overcome the cynicism 
that underlies much of critical theory. Kanpol reflects back on how, over 
the past decade, he has unconsciously been seeing the everyday experienc
es of subjects that he was studying as a reflection of his own personal expe
riences at various times in his life. Only when the researcher’s personal 
voice is entered into the whole ethnographic picture, Kanpol argues, the 
researcher and the researched can attain a level of inter-subjective compro
mise, where both their personal voices and relationships to social structures 
are better understood (cf. Saarnivaara 1998). The inclusion of the research
er’s own personal history, however, requires “utmost honesty and a high 
amount of integrity41— qualities that Sava, too, is striving for in her person
al narrative or “story telling.”

The third section presents some Cross-Cultural Studies. In Chapter 
Eight, Maureen Cox, the author of several books on children’s drawings, 
focuses on the way that children represent the human figure. She notes that 
developmental change has been observed over time and across cultures as 
children grow up and become more skilled at depiction. However, the par
ticular developmental pattern in western children’s drawings has not al
ways been the same and is not universal. That is, the pattern of develop
ment that is commonly described in western textbooks is neither inevitable 
nor “natural.” Cox’ description of the native tradition of figural representa
tion among Aboriginal peoples in Australia is particularly interesting, since 
it offers a unique example of a “figurative” tradition— see Bernard Darras 
(Chap. 1)—that is still valued and encouraged rather than suppressed in 
favour of the “visual,” western style of drawing. The Aboriginal “icono- 
types,” as Darras would call them, are not meant to stand alone, readable by 
any viewer; they are meant to be interpreted by the storyteller, in a “pluri- 
medial” context (Darras again). They have more in common with maps and 
ritual symbols than with western art. However, children in the Aboriginal 
community also draw western style figures; that is, they develop both “fig
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urative” and “visual” forms of representation. We have yet to find out, Cox 
remarks, whether there are “rules” to say when one form should be used 
rather than the other, or whether the choice is completely free.

In Chapter Nine, Karin Aronsson and Barbara Junge present a compara
tive cultural analysis of children’s drawings in Ethiopia. They relate the 
concept of intellectual realism (Luquet, Piaget) to what they call “social 
scaling,” showing that size distortions, X-ray elements and mixed perspec
tives in drawings can be seen as children’s ways of narrating more about 
the world, rather than as deficient modes of presentation (Piaget). Also, the 
drawings can be studied in terms of a dual function: (a) an informative 
pictorial function, involving social scaling of societal phenomena, and (b) 
an aesthetic function, such as concerns about symmetry and composition. 
Work on children’s “social scaling,” that is, “value perspective” drawings 
has also been discussed by Aronsson and Andersson (1996) in a study of 
Tanzanian and Swedish children’s size scaling of children and grown ups 
in their drawings (pupil/teacher ratios).

Chapter Ten is written by Brent Wilson who is famous for his applica
tion of socio-cultural perspectives on children’s drawings and visual arts 
education. Here he takes the analysis of graphic models one step further by 
reading children’s narrative drawings as signs that may inform us about 
children, art and culture. He asks himself whether children’s use of graphic 
models makes a difference to their lives, to the way they see themselves, to 
the way they conceive of their society, and to the way they construct their 
views of the world. The analysis focuses on Japan where the influence of 
the popular media, according to Wilson, probably is more pronounced than 
anywhere else. He classifies manga characters in children’s drawings, that 
is, characters influenced by the graphic narratives found in the comic books 
read by the Japanese from infancy into adulthood. After having established 
the enormous influence mangas on children’s narratives, he speculates 
about their importance as a tool for human understanding. Wilson concludes 
that manga drawings offer advantages to Japanese children that many 
children in other countries do not have. Because of manga models, Japa
nese children not only draw far more skilfully than most children do in 
other cultures; they also have a more effective tool for exploring and acting 
out social roles. In response to anticipated criticism, Wilson states that 
“drawing after manga characters liberates more than it constrains Japanese 
children.”

In Chapter Eleven, Lars Lindström presents a cultural comparative study 
of children’s drawings in Mongolia and Cuba, with a pilot study in Nepal 
and Sweden. Children’s sequential narratives are analysed with respect to 
their graphic repertoire, thematic content, and narrative structure. What is
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most striking in the study is the variation in thematic content between the 
countries involved. In Mongolia, the drawings often describe country life 
or visits to members of the extended family living in an encampment, where 
adult and productive activities are carried out. In Cuba, focus is on the 
school, peer-group activities, as well as national and political manifesta
tions. In the Swedish pilot study, and a Danish study using story boards, the 
individual child tended to be in focus, with profound differences found be
tween narratives drawn by boys and girls. In the Nordic countries, the narra
tive structure generally involves a main figure that meets, and often masters, 
some kind of conflict or challenge. That is the basic paradigm in popular 
media. The structure in Nepalese, Mongolian and Cuban children’s draw
ings is more descriptive. The significance of these differences is analysed in 
the context of other cultural comparative studies of children’s narratives.

The brief fourth and final section is called Art Education in Context since 
what is emphasized here is not cultural artefacts but the context in which 
these are produced. In Chapter Twelve, Arune Tornau describes her experi
ences of working with Lithuanian Gypsies or Rroma as they call them
selves. Many of these children can not read or write but their tacit knowl
edge in traditional crafts is often astonishing. Although they have a rich 
musical heritage, painting is not part of their culture. Therefore, and ac
cording to the fact that they do not attend school, nobody in Tornau’s group 
had learned art before. Tornau vividly describes the colourful world they 
recreated, building upon historical archetypes— travel, horses, dances at 
night near the fire, etc.—that are almost non-existent in their everyday life. 
Turning to their roots, speculates Tornau, help them to feel important now 
when their nation has no state and is exhausted after all the historic disas
ters.

In Chapter Thirteen, Juris Nikiforovs gives the reader some insights from 
his vantagepoint of being a teacher in art education at the University of 
Latvia. He frankly admits that art education is not a career of high prestige 
among teacher students. Nevertheless, the prospect of personal develop
ment seems to be an attractive feature. The emphasis of Nikoforov’s paper 
is laid on his work with mentally retarded children. Although most of the 
children were inexperienced in visual arts, their drawings communicated a 
great deal about their life experiences. By traditional (i.e., Pre-Modernist) 
but evidently quite effective means, such as reading stories, introducing 
prizes, volunteering as a model, etc., he managed to catch their interest.

In Chapter Fourteen, Hilde Lidén writes about her observations in Nor
wegian after-school programs. She notices that in children’s peer culture 
drawing is often integrated in the realisation of complex play projects. When 
it takes place as a social activity, the act of drawing creates communities



I n t r o d u c tio n  17

where social positioning and belonging are negotiated. Both making draw
ings as such and the small talk along with it are important here. Lidén ar
gues that the playful approach in children’s peer culture may serve as a 
useful model for creative art education.

In an Epilogue, finally, Brent Wilson elaborates on some of the issues 
that might give direction to future research. He is pursuing questions such 
as: What are the consequences for the study and teaching of child art now 
that we have lost our Modernist master narrative (that is composed of no
tions such as expression, creativity, and natural unfolding)? In the post
modern era, are there any new narratives relating to children’s images that 
are beginning to drive research and teaching? Will the emerging academic 
discipline of visual culture and developing art forms such as performance 
and installation art change our conceptions of child art? What is the philo
sophical investigation of child art able to add to the psychological, educa
tional, sociological, and anthropological approaches currently used? What 
contributions do semiotics, textual analysis, and art criticism add to the 
study of children’s images?
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Repertoires of Imagery 
and the Production of Visual Signs: 

A Semio-Cognitive Approach and Case Study

This paper deals with the study of visual signs produced by “lay peo
ple” 1 in the field of art. These people, be they children, adolescents or adults, 
are alien to artistic preoccupations. Nevertheless, their pictorial productions 
(at least for those who live in Western and “westernised” societies) are in
fluenced by art. For the sake of convenience, I have called these people “lay 
people.” I mean those who do not belong to the temple, the temple of art. 
Thus, this paper examines the various families of signs that are observable 
in the imagery of “lay people.” These are iconotypes, schemata, similes and 
sometimes pictograms.

To study these signs, I use the approaches of the semiotic and cognitive 
sciences as these methods allow me to propose new distinctions and new 
explanations about the functioning of these families of signs. This paper 
mainly aims at explaining the functioning of the iconotype and, afterward, 
the processes that are active in the production of schemata, similes and 
pictogrammes.

Context
Before starting the study of these signs, let me give you a brief overview 

of my way of understanding the world to which they belong. What I am 
studying comes from the communication processes in everyday life. It be
longs to the world of common interactions involved in communication.

In the set of these interactions, I am particularly interested in situations 
where images are present, images that are made by people involved in the 
interrelation. These images can be drawings on a sheet of paper, on a com
puter screen, as well as photographs, or films. I am interested in images, yet 
I always observe them in their context and in their connections with other
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signs such as words and gestures. Therefore, images of my studies are con
sidered to be dependent on a pluri-media interaction. That is the case of 
diagrams, plans, maps, sketches, mnemonic picture writings, etc. An im
portant development of this research has been designed and conducted with 
Anna M. Kindler from the University of British Columbia, Canada (e.g., 
Darras, 1996, 1997; Darras & Kindler, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997; Kin
dler & Darras, 1994, 1995, 1997a-c, in press)

Children are supposed to be born without any system of sign. However 
they very quickly come under the influence of their environment. As they 
experience the world they are constructed to reach systems of signs or rep
ertoires of communication that are favoured by their culture. In the begin
ning, they are attracted and captured by the first available repertoire. This is 
the repertoire where they learn how to link and build their social interac
tions. This is precisely the kingdom of the pluri-media and ordinary com
munication. This milieu is particularly open, plural, interactive, polyphon
ic, dialogic, and ephemeral. Compared to the verbal and gesture activities, 
the role of imagery production is very limited in this pluri-media set.

In opposition to these basic and mixed repertoires, many cultures have 
built complex systems. Many of them are named art. In the field of image, 
the Western culture has developed a very powerful and influential reper
toire. One of the main characteristics of this repertoire is its independence 
of the basic pluri-media system of communication. Its images are made to 
survive far beyond the environment and time in which they were bom. They 
are made to last a long time and to be universally shared. Their contents are 
made to be exported and to be sustained.

One of these repertoires is greatly privileged in the Western culture. This 
is the repertoire whose teleology is uniqueness: The images capture mo
ments frozen in time, preserve the uniqueness and individuality of visual 
aspects of these moments, and graphically represent them in a two-dimen
sional space. Among the unifying features of these images are not only 
their visual nature but also their privileging of visual impressions. Moreo
ver, they operate according to a system that is aptly referred to as a ‘view'. 
In accordance with this anthropocentrical and optical option, the view is 
guided by the principle of uniqueness. The images and figures that consti
tute this set are visual in origin, and they form synoptic images [“taking a 
combined or comprehensive view of something,” Oxford English Diction
ary, OED\ 2nd Ed.] with a powerful synchronic temporal dimension [con
cerned with something “at one time, past or present,” OED, 2nd Ed.].

So these images, concerned with specific space, specific time, and spe
cific point of view, constitute a material response to the ideological tenden
cy of the Western world centered around the notion of uniqueness. The
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examples of this repertoire are paintings that accomplish the ambition of 
uniqueness by being both particular and one of a kind. Similarly, photog
raphy produces images that maintain the synchronic, optical, and synoptic 
quality of painting, even if it does not retain the characteristic of singularity 
due to the ease of duplication.

In the field of pictorial images, non-formal education works everyday 
through judgements of valorization and devalorization. At home and at 
school, little by little, the child is pushed to leave his or her communication- 
al repertoire, to go to the synoptic and unity oriented repertoire. (Or to the 
creative, expressive, and artistic repertoires. These last repertoires are of 
particular concern to art teachers.)

What are the goals and advantages of this new learning? As other ac
quired knowledge, the main goal is to reach the level of knowledge re
quired by society. Among other goals, are those that allow the recognition 
of the difference between good and bad pictures, as well as the distinction 
between good and bad graphics or artistic behaviours. To be fully expert 
and efficient, the learner must adopt the whole system of rules, and most 
novices miss this goal. When someone adopts the finalities of the synoptic 
image, even a bit, one is at the same time forsaking his or her first repertoire 
and renouncing what belongs to it.

In the Western culture, painting and photography have strongly marked 
our imagery (imaginaire in French). They have deeply oriented the con
struction of pictorial signs and they are the preferred kind of representation 
in the fields of expert and artistic image repertoires. These tabular, synop
tic, synchronic, perspective, aesthetic and disseminated pictures constitute 
the main framework of reference. They function as a universally accepted 
way of representation.

Most theories that are concerned with children’s images have been con
structed within this framework, which have oriented both developmental 
theories and school curricula. Even the name given to children’s images is 
somewhat theoretically and educationally misused. For example, speaking 
of children’s drawing shows the ignorance of the pluri-media and interac- 
tionist dimensions related to this activity. In my opinion it is even more 
inappropriate to speak of “children’s art,” except if we want to characterize 
the art oriented production made in art classes.

My research work is not limited to the observation of a change in reper
toire. It also tries to measure profit and loss of non-formal and formal learn
ing and teaching. In the field that we are studying, it seems to me that we 
are still in the “civilizing” ideology framework. This kind of ideology has 
not yet thought about its action in terms of colonialism.

Let me quickly develop my opinion. If, after meeting another repertoire,
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individuals are enriched with a new language or are free to choose among 
several languages, I would say that this alteration is beneficial. Contrarily, 
if individuals have unlearnt their former language in a shameful context, if 
they are unable to use their previous language and are not capable of mas
tering the new one, they face a cultural loss of expression and communica
tion wealth. We can say that these individuals have been colonized. My 
research is a reflection on the cultural influences, alterations, and “colonial
ism” processes. Moreover it tries to be a reflection on the methods and 
purposes for “decolonization.”

Iconotype and the Internal Model
All observers of children’s drawing have attempted to understand the 

functioning of recurrent motives of child production. Various labels are 
echoing their theoretical origins. This is the case for the term “schema” 
coined by Kerschensteiner in 1905, and then for the “type” and especially 
the “internal model” coined by Luquet in 1913. In this field, Piaget and 
Inhelder followed the French philosopher’s propositions and contributed to 
their dissemination. In North America, Lowenfeld (1947-1952) imposed 
the “schema” for a long time, while Kellogg (1969), under the influence of 
the form theory, proposed “gestalt.” In France, Wallon and Lur?at (1958, 
1971-1972) chose the “model” and “ideogram” labels. Each of these labels 
characterizes one of the numerous dimensions of “children’s drawing.” Let 
me add the “generic image” suggested by René Passeron (1974) and the 
words “typed images” coined by Amo Stem (1989). These last two labels 
are very close to the idea of iconotype that I suggest and prefer.

Construction of an Iconotype
The label “iconotype” has the advantage of being in conformity with the 

description of iconic process proposed by the American semiotician and 
philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce. Furthermore, it highlights the dimen
sions of repetition and reference to a model that underlie constmction of 
these signs.

The diagram on next page explains the process of an iconotype construc
tion by exposing different interactive layers.

The first layer is constituted by the “types” of information: archetype 
and stereotype, which are determined by the social and cultural backgrounds. 
This stratum also contains information that comes from perception and men
tal imagery. Relative influence of these components varies as a function of 
the repertoire and the context of communication. These informations inter-
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act with the cognitive categories that constitute the second stratum.
Cognitive categories are at the core of this diagram, which testifies to the 

importance that I accord to them. Cognitive categories are the result of the 
individual’s actions and relations in the physical and social worlds. They 
are constructed under the control of a social consensus that validates them. 
Different levels of abstraction are involved to construct such categories and 
one of them is more salient than the others. This is the basic level that al
lows for cognitive and communicational economy. This level seems to be 
the result of a compromise between the resemblance tendency within a cat
egory, on the one hand, and the discrimination tendency among the catego
ries, on the other.

Salient characteristics of a category are compound in a “cognitive ab
stract” (Cordier, 1993). This cognitive abstract constitutes a typical and 
privileged representation, where figurative properties are abundant.

The third level is dominated by routines and automatic procedures. Au
tomatic procedures are recorded in a specific kind of memory, called proce
dural memory.

The iconotype production is not completely automatic. It is also influ
enced by stochastic factors related to the idiosyncratic variations of the pro
ducer. Perceptive, cognitive and memory data are mobilized during the 
iconic procedures. As I have indicated above, these data are interacting 
with their environment. Influences of the context determine the kind of signs
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that are produced. Words, gestures and other iconotypes produced during 
the interactive pluri-media communication activity affect the construction 
of a pictorial iconotype. In addition, the medium (graphic, photographic, 
etc.) and the supports of inscription (two dimensions, three dimensions, or 
time) also determine production of an iconotype. (For example, using a 
pencil or a paintbrush introduced certain limitations that become reflected 
in characteristics of the produced iconotype.)

The diagram that I have just discussed shows the different levels that 
interact during the construction of an iconotype. I will now elaborate on 
selected aspects of these components.

Perception

In my recent book (Darras, 1996), I have discussed the role of perception 
in the construction of categories and iconotypes. My approach relies on 
both the constructivism and systemic theories (e.g., Le Moigne, 1994, 1995; 
Varela, 1993). According to these theories, knowledge is the result of the 
reciprocal interaction of the world and the organism. The organism gives 
form to its environment at the same time that it is fashioned by it. Accord
ing to Varela (1989), this reciprocal interaction is acquired only in the in
separable combination of perception and action. To perceive means to con
struct invariances through a connecting sensory-motor activity, allowing 
the organism to survive in its environment. Cognition becomes then an “em
bodied action,” an “enaction” that allows the joined apparition of both a 
world and a spirit, emerging from the various actions that accomplishes a 
being in the world (Varela, Thompson, Rosch, 1993).

This idea of two interdependent and joined universes constructed by the 
sensory-motor activity is coherent with the idea of the cognitive category 
organization as presented below. The basic level seems to be the point where 
the cognition and the environment are simultaneously enacted (Varela, 
Thompson, Rosch, 1993). According to Jean-Louis Le Moigne (1995), “the 
individual does not know ‘things per s e (ontological hypothesis), but he 
knows the act by which he is perceiving the interaction between things. “He 
does not know this tree, but the interaction of this tree and its context.” (p. 71)

Mental Imagery

Mental imageries are by-products of the perception process (Denis, 
1989). They are dependent on embodied actions. Studies concerning men
tal imagery show a strong connection between these mental entities and 
cognitive categories.
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It appears that the most rapidly constituted mental images are those that 
correspond to entities of the basic level of categories, as noted by Rosch 
(1975) in her first works about colour. Further support of this notion came 
from Michel Denis (1989) who claimed: “Forming the image of an object 
corresponding to the basic level is apparently a privileged cognitive activi
ty. According to our hypothesis, the cognitive activity collects and acti
vates the set of characteristics that insure the figurative differentiation of 
the concept. These figurative characteristics would have, among the totali
ty of characteristics defining a concept, a specific cognitive relief.” Ac
cording to this hypothesis, images made by “lay people” can be considered 
as materializing and organizing figurative cognitive segments of a concept.

Archetypes and Stereotypes

For circular reasons resulting from enaction, the salience of a character
istic becomes relevant. This characteristic is stabilized through action and 
time. Then it is isolated from its environment, frozen or ritualized (e.g., 
Corraze, 1980; Lorenz, 1970; Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1970). It then lives independ
ently of its origin, as an emergent form, and can be multiplied and dissem
inated. Stereotypes are less ancient than archetypes. They are the products 
of local habits and routines, while archetypes have reached eternity and 
universality.

Generalization and Categorization

Reality is so complex that we need to simplify it to effectively function 
within it. To reduce the disorder, our senses learn to distinguish and organ
ize relevant forms (Cyrulnik, 1997). During this process, the diversity of 
the world undergoes a drastic compression. This compression allows for 
recognition and makes memorization and further action easier. Without this 
intellectual reduction of diversity through the process of generalization, the 
world would present itself as a huge chaos dominated by unpredictability. 
Even the most powerful recorder would be rapidly overloaded and over
flowed. The rescue comes from our ability to generalize and form associa
tions that underlie categorization.

Understanding of these processes is at the heart of cognitive science. In 
that field, several theories have been proposed. These theories describe dif
ferent strategies of categorization (Cordier, 1993). In our scholarly intellec
tual activity, we attempt to categorize in a logical manner. Whereas, in eve
ryday life, we very rarely use this logical processing. Two main theories 
attempt to explain the functioning of our natural categories. The family
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resemblance model proposed by Ludwig Wittgenstein and the prototype 
theory presented by Eleanor Rosch are at the origin of this research. To 
simplify, it is possible to say that the formation of natural categories is 
determined by typicality and hierarchy of levels of abstraction. This hierar
chy is dominated by the basic level (e.g., Rosch, 1973; Kleiber, 1990; 
Dubois, 1991; Cordier, 1993).

According to our hypothesis, iconotypes are strongly linked with natural 
categories. When one says that: “The child does not draw what he or she 
sees but what he or she knows,” this statement can be accounted for in our 
theoretical model. More precisely, however, we are proposing the hypothe
sis that the child, as any novice, does not draw what he or she perceives nor 
what he or she has perceived, but uses “cognitive abstracts.” These cogni
tive abstracts are the result of enactions and are processed by generaliza
tion. They are then placed in a hierarchy structure according to typicality, 
ranked on a scale of abstraction, and validated by the social and cultural 
consensus. The origin of iconotypes stems more from cognitive abstracts 
than any other sources, including perceptive ones.

Consequently, we should not say that the child draws what he or she sees 
or what he or she knows, but we should say that the child draws abstracts of 
typical knowledge, expected by his or her social and cultural group. In fact, 
children’s drawings are particularly attractive and funny, as long as they 
are seeking the “good” cognitive abstract, which means the right, consen
sual and expected cognitive abstract. Gaps with regard to this abstract are 
involuntarily funny and touching. When there is an equivalence between 
the cognitive abstract and its graphic manifestation, the drawing reaches its 
phase of routine. It is then available for figurative communication.

Privileged Cognitive Representations

Privileged cognitive representations are organized along six great axes: 
cognitive economy, consensuality, typicality, levels of abstraction and grad- 
uality, cognitive relief, and figurativity.

Cognitive Economy
The role of the category’s system is to provide the maximum of informa

tion for the smaller cognitive effort (e.g., Rosch, 1976, 1978). By reducing 
the difference between proximal stimuli to a cognitive and pragmatic bear
able proportion, categorization allows for a psychic economy. Secondly, 
these melted stimuli are considered both as equivalent within a same cate
gory and furthermore different from the stimuli belonging to another cate
gory. This is how the discrimination process works.



P a r t  O n e : C o n c e p t u a l  I ssu es  2 9

Consensuality
Consensuality is a pragmatic and statistical property of natural catego

ries. A category is validated during its common use and during the commu
nication practice. Semantic habits are created through practice, and catego
ries are emerging from them.

Hierarchical Organization
Categories are often organized along two perpendicular axes (e.g., 

Dubois, 1991) with graduality on the vertical axis and typicality on the 
horizontal axis.

Graduality
The category seems to be organized in three main sets defined by three 

levels of generalizations and abstraction, the superordinate level, the basic 
level and the subordinate level (e.g., Animal, Dog, Dalmatian). The basic 
level is the preferred level of abstraction. It is, at the same time, the first one 
constituted by a young child (Mervis and Crisafi, 1982) and the most robust 
in ordinary communication. The basic level varies according to the exper
tise of the subject, but it corresponds to a semantic and consensual position 
in ordinary communication. The basic level and its program of figurative 
property are involved and requested in ordinary communication. Accord
ing to our hypothesis, this level provides a pattern for construction of icono- 
types.

Typicality
It appears that all sub-categories belonging to a category do not have the 

same values. Some are more salient and more typical than others are. Typ
icality is a property of the categories’ organization (Cordier, 1993). It is the 
origin of what Eleanor Rosch calls “the prototype” (1978) and Franchise 
Cordier calls “the cognitive abstract.”

Cognitive Relief
We have seen that the characteristics of a cognitive abstract are selected 

because they are considered as salient in the community in which they func
tion. The relief variations depend on the social class and on the expertise 
within a culture. They also fluctuate according to the specific context. That 
property is called flexibility (e.g., Denis and Le Ny, 1986; Cordier, 1993).

Figurativity
Figurativity is a major component involved in the construction of a cog

nitive abstract, and this point is very important to our approach. According 
to Rosch, Mervis, Gray, Johnson and Boyes-Braem (1976), but also Rifkin
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(1985), the basic level groups’ elements share an important degree of figu
rative kinship or family resemblance. Fran£oise Cordier (1993) suggests 
that qualitatively, considering the nature of the properties involved in a de
scription, the basic level appears to be the highest abstraction level for which 
the figurative properties of the script (descriptions of objects, physical at
tributes, locations) can be invoked. It is noteworthy that the figurative di
mension of the cognitive abstract always neglects the variable dimensions 
of the object. Textures, shades, thickness, and proportions do not seem priv
ileged.

Automatism of Procedure

The next level in the model of iconotype construction describes the na
ture of automatic procedures that impact on an iconotype formation. Much 
research has been devoted to exploration of automatism of procedure. These 
procedures are important in the perception, problem solving and memory 
(Perruchet, 1988). Most of these studies postulate that some processors of 
the brain are devoted to managing the automatic procedures. These proces
sors generate and maintain standardized and stabilized sequences of action. 
They are characterized by the following properties: absence of voluntary 
control, irrepressibility, rapidity of reply, efficiency, skill, as well as rigid
ity and inflexibility. Reducing the physical expense and the mental cost, 
these automatisms facilitate cognitive work and promote the recycling of 
behaviours that have already established their proof. Consequently, they 
promote rapidity of reply, skilfulness and daring, yet, they also freeze the 
search for versatility. They are routines perfectly adapted to a static envi
ronment.

For the neurologist Roger Vigouroux (1992, 1993), apart of the learning 
engaged in the production of images is the result of acquisitions of a proce
dure. It confirms that some parts of the brain (the striatum and probably the 
cerebellum) are devoted to this type of memory, memory requiring gesture 
components as well as standardized, stereotyped and recurrent information. 
Automatic procedures along with cognitive abstracts are responsible for 
formation of iconotypes. Automatic procedures explain the robustness and 
the resistance of iconotypes. Children’s drawings are laboratories for auto
mation. Procedures and routines developed early in life survive far beyond 
childhood.
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Context and Pluri-Media Network

For an individual, the production of signs is limited by the rules and 
routines of his or her semiotic system and repertoire (here the initial image
ry). It is also limited by the context pressures and by interlocutory condi
tions. For the child, or the “lay” adult who draws, the receiver of the draw
ing as well as the context in which the production takes place are consid
ered and incorporated into the drawing. Even when he or she plays alone, 
with an imaginary partner, the child takes into account his or her hypothet
ical reactions. The initial imagery is part of a pluri-media network. Words, 
gestures, postures and mimicries work at the same time to build the signs 
involved in the conversation and relationship.

Summary

The iconotype is the result of different standardizing procedures having 
their source in the individual’s cultural and social backgrounds (archetype, 
stereotype). According to his or her communicational practice and his or 
her system of signs, the subject compresses relevant information into a cog
nitive abstract. These cognitive entities are in close relationship to their 
material counterparts. Repetition of these signs opens the way to a routine 
which is stored in procedural memory. Thus, the automation of action that 
contributes to freeze a sensory-motor script begins. By the abundance of 
their productions, children fabricate many very resistant automatisms, 
which are capable of persisting in the procedural memory well into adult
hood. When a “lay person” begins a pictorial activity (e.g. a sketch or a 
map), a cognitive abstract and its procedural routine are summoned and 
result in an initial drawing. Adolescents and adults are often disappointed 
by the outcome.

Schemata and Similes
The iconotype is a typical sign of initial imagery. It is not, however, the 

only type of sign. Two other families of signs are observable there. Both of 
these signs are quite different from iconotypes because they are not based 
on a cognitive summary. They are working in the repertoire of imitation 
and schematisation. Images that aspire to imitate phenomena are called 
“similes” and images that operate by simplification are “schemata.”
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Schemata

Since many varieties of schemata exist, I cannot present all of them here. 
The principles of a schemata and iconotype construction are very similar. 
Before the selection process that drives the sign to stability and typicality, 
any iconotype has undergone a schematic step. Just like iconotypes, sche
mata are linked to the figurative dimension of the categories, but they are 
not completely dependent on them. Overall, they have neither a strong link 
with the cognitive abstract nor a routine stabilized in the procedural memo
ry. Therefore, they are freer to explore different ways and manners of rep
resentation.

Simile

Similes are signs belonging to the optical repertoire. This old term is 
borrowed from the Latin similie “a like thing.” Similes are based on visual 
resemblance and, though they never truly correspond to the referent, they 
belong to the synoptic and optical realism repertoires. The lack of mastery 
in the field of optical realism catches the «lay people» and novices out, and 
most of their drawings seem “wrong.” The construction of an iconotype is 
guided by the figurative dimension of the cognitive abstract, while the elab
oration of a simile is guided by the individual’s visual choices, as well as 
his or her cultural background.

It is necessary to become adept at the synoptic repertoire and its rules 
and codes in order to be able to reach an acceptable simile. In this frame
work, “lay people” and novices are thought of in terms of incompetence, or 
technical clumsiness. Without formal learning and without adapted know
how, the results are poor and reveal most often an unsatisfactory approxi
mation. Naive artists belong to this group of “lay people” and novices who 
aspire to realism but dabble in pictorial imagery with codes and conven
tions.

Family Resemblance

The diagram below presents the distribution of the three families of fig
ures: the iconotypes, schemata, and similies. These families are organized 
according to their relative reliance on the referent phenomenon and cogni
tive categories. When an iconotype is shared by a group of individuals, it 
becomes a pictogram (Darras, 1992).
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Schemata and similes can be “contaminated” by iconotypes, but icono- 
types are far more resistant. Children’s and “lay people’s” signs are never 
pure. They borrow material from each other, giving all of them a child-like 
family resemblance, which confuses the three families. Resulting from this 
confusion, all signs are often called schemata or pictograms. I suggest the 
labels of iconotype, schema, simile and pictogram as more accurate ways to 
describe pictorial imagery of children and novices, as they refer to specific 
repertoires.

Similes and Visual Realism

Luquet, Piaget and Inhelder have been accused of realistic blindness. 
Nevertheless, I think it is possible to rehabilitate their interpretation if we 
adopt their cultural framework that is nothing more than the cultural point 
of view issued from the synoptic repertoire. Seen from this perspective, 
children’s pictorial imagery production appears to be a slow process at
tracted to or captured by the synoptic imagery. The simile signs always 
aspire to likeness, and it is true to say that the optical imitation process is 
often bound to fail. Pictorial efforts within this repertoire are marked by 
inefficiency and clumsiness for the majority of people and are successful 
for only a minority.

However, as Luquet and Piaget demonstrated, we can observe a devel
opmental process resulting in some progress. If one is concerned with the 
development of cognitive tools, the cognitive development related to any 
task can be a good affair. To reach the complexity of the synoptic reper
toire, sophisticated cognitive tools are necessary and one can detect their 
presence in children’s drawings. In observing this, above all, we are ob
serving a culture at work, a culture engaged in a selection process which 
works through repertoires and selects the ones that are to be learned (e.g., 
Darras, 1996, 1997; Darras & Kindler, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996,1997; Kin- 
dler & Darras, 1994, 1995, 1997a-c, in press).

The main distinction between the repertoire approach and the linear stage 
approach focuses on the nature of the object “picture” itself (e.g., Darras, 
1996, 1997; Darras & Kindler, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997; Kindler & 
Darras, 1994, 1995, 1997a-c, in press). Are we in front of a single object
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with one and only one teleology or are we in front of many objects with 
different teleologies? Continuity and substitution or diversity and plurality, 
these are the questions.

Luquet and Piaget’s stage theory cannot explain the change of destina
tion made during the cultural selection process. In the repertoire approach, 
development is thought to be multidirectional, as well as both individual 
and cultural. A transition from one repertoire to another is the result of 
individual, social and cultural preferences. This transition is not a result of 
the cognitive development, though the transition is helped by it. Luquet, 
Piaget and many others have mixed up the history of the techniques of rep
resentation and art history on the one hand, and the genesis of iconotypes, 
schemata and similes on the other hand. Each repertoire claims a specific 
figurative and cognitive ecology that depends both on the origin and the 
destination of each imagery.

Iconotype and Schemata: The Four-Legged Rooster Case
I would like to present now an international study that effectively illus

trates points made in this paper. This cross-cultural study was proposed by 
Japanese and French researchers and was originally designed to study reso
lutions of the problem of graphic representation of overlapping forms.

The task requirements, specified by the Japanese researchers who were 
led by Professor Akeo Murakami, were as follows: “Draw a rooster walk
ing in front of a tree.” In that experiment, the requested repertoire was both 
synoptic and synchronic.

The subjects in this study were drawn from six populations: Japanese 
urban and rural populations, a Chinese population in the Shanghai region, a 
Moroccan population from the region of Rabat, a population from the re
gion of Manila in the Philippines, and a French population from the region 
of Paris. Apart from the Filipinos, these subjects represented seven age 
groups, ranging from 6 year olds to adults. A total of 2,900 subjects partic
ipated in this study.

Four-legged Roosters

f t
\ ^ 

) ta ' W
China, age 12, France, age 12, Japan age 15, Morocco, age 12, Philippines, age 11.
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Analysis o f results

Even though the study was designed to explore spatial relationships be
tween representations of static and dynamic objects, an interesting and un
expected phenomenon captured our attention.

Since the process of data collection was initiated in Japan, our Japanese 
partners became the first to be surprised by the emergence of rather strange 
drawings. Without being specific in regard to the nature of their discovery, 
they asked us to start our data collection right away. Subsequently, they 
were very relieved to find out that this curious type of drawings surfaced 
also in the French data. It was only then that they disclosed that 8% (or 98 
out of 1,227) of Japanese subjects drew their roosters with more than two 
legs, in most cases with four. When all data collection was completed, we 
discovered the following results:

COUNTRIES 4 legged roosters Population % of 4 legged roosters

Japan 98 1,227 8%
Morocco 24 550 4.4%
France 18 524 3%
Philippines 3 300 1%
China 2 301 0.66%

In Japan, the gap between urban and rural populations was not signifi
cant; therefore we combined the data from these two settings.

As this chart illustrates, subjects in all countries generated four-legged 
roosters. Nevertheless, it appears that the rate of production was highly 
variable. Japanese children produced many more four-legged roosters than 
did the Chinese and Filipino youngsters.

The drawing of birds with four legs is not a rare phenomenon, as we 
have discovered from some examples in the literature.

Turkey (Child) Bird Amazonia Bird (Child) Bird (Child)
Kellogg, 1969 Fein, 1993, Fein, 1993, Golomb, 1992,
p. 121 p. 70 p. 70 p. 81
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The most spectacular is certainly 
this iron bird I discovered in the Phi
lippines.

To better understand what prompted the emergence of the four-legged 
rooster drawings, we conducted interviews with some of the subjects. In 
France, we questioned 11 young girls who adopted this mode of representa
tion. We were quite surprised to find out that when presented with their 
drawings, these children did not find them unusual. Furthermore, the ma
jority of the interviewed children seemed quite ignorant about the anatomy 
of chickens.

The following interview with 7 year old Magalie provides a representa
tive sample of the obtained responses:

Q: How many legs does a rooster have in general?
A: Four
Q: And how many wings? Is it like a butterfly?
A: Two
Q: So, a rooster has four legs and two wings, and how many toes
does it have?
A: Three
Q: A duck, how many legs does it have?
A: Three
Q: Three legs for one duck?
A: No, four.

It became clear through these interviews that some of the youngest chil
dren thought that a rooster was a four-legged animal. The older children (9 - 
10 year olds) who drew four-legged representations displayed a different 
pattern of behaviour during the follow-up interviews, with some immedi
ately recognizing their ignorance, while others tried to cover up their mis
takes or declared that they simply did not know how to draw.

In France, the study was carried out over a prolonged period of time, and 
we were able to observe quite a remarkable phenomenon. Aurore, 13 years 
old, first drew a two-legged rooster, only to produce a four-legged repre
sentation one year later. Interestingly enough, she confirmed the four
legged schema again at the age of 15.
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AURORE 13 ans 5éme

AURORE 14 ans 4ém e

AURORE 1 5 ans 3ém e
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Discussion

During the drawing task, our subjects could not observe directly any 
animal, and for the majority of those who produced a quadruped, neither 
stereotype nor archetype was used. For a great number of respondents, the 
problem was new, and no basic data were available. Flowever, it still seemed 
surprising that some of the school-aged children were confused about the 
number of legs a rooster had. We suppose that for these children, the number 
of legs was not relevant to the cognitive category and did not belong to the 
“rooster” category.

Because they do not fly like “typical” birds, hens, chickens and roosters 
constitute a relatively strange kind of birds. Therefore, it is very probable 
that in the organization of the “bird” category, the gallinaceae have a very 
marginal rank. Moreover, it is probable that for some children, they do not 
belong to this category at all. I was very amazed to hear that some children 
believed that roosters were covered with hair.

We could imagine a transposition of this experiment here. It is likely that 
our readers are more or less familiar with the anatomy of a rooster. Still, if 
I asked them to produce an image of a particular breed of a rooster, an 
Indian Rooster for example, this specific rooster would be difficult for many 
of them to conceptualize. When it is impossible to invoke a perception, or 
even a mental image of such a rooster, when one does not recall an arche
type nor a stereotype, one will not be able to master the representation at the 
subordinate level, which lies outside the boundaries of ones cognition.

Consequently, if one tried to perform the assigned task, one would have 
to resort to a level of organization containing sufficient information, a base 
level, in this case the prototype of a generic rooster. For those who do not 
have the information at this basic level, it is necessary to resort to an even 
more general level of classification. Children for whom this level was that 
of a bird, produced roosters which possessed characteristics of a generic 
bird. For other children, however, this level was that of a generic animal 
and its anatomy, including the four legs. This hypothesis is also suggested 
by Sylvia Fein (1993): “The fact that most animals have four limbs some
times results in four legged-birds.”

Our interview with 10 year old Emilie provides support for this expla
nation:

Q: How many legs does your rooster have?
A: Four legs (smiling).
Q: In your opinion, why did you give it four legs?
A: I usually see my dog with four legs, so ....
Q: How come you drew it that way?
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A: Well, I didn’t really think about it, I just quickly drew four legs.

A recent study designed to verify the solidity of the representational sche
mata revealed that some of the 11-year-old children who initially drew a 
two-legged rooster added additional legs in their subsequent attempts. When 
interviewed, they reported that they had recently heard their teachers dis
cuss the problematic cases of the rooster representations, and this informa
tion apparently affected their confidence in earlier pictorial solutions. Some
how, this cognitive insecurity was combined with the need to search for a 
safe response and made them regress to the super-ordinate level in their 
pictorial decision making.

It can be suggested that the insecurity provoked by the test situation, or 
by the doubts arising from a diffuse problem, might prompt a deconstruc
tion of previously acquired schema and lead to cognitive processing on a 
more general level. This phenomenon can also be observed in other do
mains. For instance, it is quite frequent in cases when people face spelling 
difficulties. It seems that insecurity is conducive to a more primitive con
duct which, while less sophisticated, seems to give more reassurance and 
promise of success.

A closer observation of the different variables of the inquiry allows us to 
see a very interesting phenomenon. Populations were divided into three 
groups. Chinese and Filipino subjects produced very few four-legged roost
ers, while Moroccan and Japanese subjects produced a rather great number 
of strange birds. In none of these groups gender differences were found. 
However, such differences were found for French subjects in their respons
es to this drawing task. With only one exception, all four-legged rooster 
drawings were produced by girls.

Our data also indicated different evolutions of these responses in various 
populations. The four-legged rooster drawings appeared early in the French 
children’s responses, reaching 14% of the drawings of subjects between 6 
and 9 years of age. Subsequently, they tended to decline. The situation was 
quite different in Japan. Both boys and girls followed the same develop
mental trends and reached a peak of 14% of four-legged rooster responses 
between the ages of 8 and 11. Then unusual roosters maintained a presence 
at a level of 5% until the age of 17.

This phenomenon suggests an interesting semiotic explanation. First of 
all, it is important to recognize that the rooster is a very old national symbol 
of France. In Classical Antiquity, Roman soldiers used to make jokes about 
the Gauls (the Celtic natives of France), playing with homophony between 
the terms “Gallus”-Gaul and “Gallus-rooster.” According to Michel Pas- 
toureau, “the eagle of the poor” has achieved in the French emblematic
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history a position that remains strong even if problematic. For over 2,000 
years roosters have been present in the French heraldic tradition.

The rooster, which symbolizes France, is thought of as a proud, domi
nating, and aggressive bird, and its representations were often contrasted 
with symbols of other countries, such as the German eagle.

In the world of poultry, the rooster is clearly the king. It maintains this 
special status even on the kitchen stove; in French cuisine a rooster is 
cooked in wine, while hens are considered worthy only of water. A rooster 
is also the symbol of a fighting spirit, and it is often used by French national 
sports teams. Furthermore, many French expressions give to boys rooster 
attributes: “proud as a rooster,” “quarreller as a small rooster,” “a rooster in 
its farmyard,” “he is like a rooster,” etc. These cultural claims allow us to 
suggest that French boys may quite easily identify themselves in a sense 
with that bird. They are likely to be much more receptive to these archetyp
al formulas or social stereotypes of the rooster than French girls.

Consequently, the boy’s base level (for the purpose of the conceptuali
zation of a rooster) may in fact to be more solidly constructed and better 
informed. Indeed, after the interviews, it became apparent that the single 
four-legged rooster response by a male was provided by a young Arab. As
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we have seen above, the Moroccan study does not indicate a gender differ
ence.

Conclusion

This paper described relationships between cognitive processes, memo
ry functions and semiotic activities in the development of pictorial repre
sentation. I have attempted to explain cognitive strategies working behind a 
wide range of graphic manifestations of children and adults alike, including 
iconotypes, schemata, similes and pictograms.

As I have argued in this paper, visual thinking is responsible for produc
tion of similies. This optic orientation determines at the same time the mode 
of access to information, treatment of this information, and the cognitive 
process that it engenders. I have contrasted visual thinking with figurative 
thinking, which I consider to be of great significance. Visual thinking de
parts from perception, and in particular visual perception, but this material 
is entirely reconstructed by cognitive economy. The processes of categori
zation, typicality and cognitive abstracts participate in the selection of this 
material.

To summarize the distinction that I have made in my earlier work (Dar
ras, 1996) and reiterated here, visual thinking takes as its point of reference 
and verification visual experience, while figurative thinking finds its foun
dations in cognitive categories. The resulting graphic world is composed of 
different signs that I respectively call similies and iconotypes, and they form 
different pictorial repertories. Iconotypes and figurative thinking belong to 
the world of pluri-media communication and that of initial imagery. 
Similies, on the other hand, along with visual thinking, are explored in im
agery with Unitarian teleologies, such as the ones that have dominated West
ern art from the times of the Renaissance.

Well before the numerous instruments used today for the purposes of 
graphic production had been invented, the effects of figurative thinking 
have profoundly marked the history of humanity. Outside of its undeniable 
contribution to cognitive categories and mental imagery, figurative think
ing has been very involved in the constitution of iconic gestural signs. A 
large part of the ancient sign languages, as well as the contemporary inter
national sign language used by those who are hard of hearing, are good 
examples of the manifestation of figurative thinking in the domain of ges
tural communication. At the same time, instances of early graphic human 
production give testimony to figurative thinking. Furthermore, by combin
ing the language of gestures and extensions of schemata and initial icono
types early writing systems have emerged, which we know have been most
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likely of the pictographic type (e.g., Christin, 1995).
In our times, it is the interest that we place in children’s drawings, in 

initial imagery, in individual cognitive styles (visual, auditory, etc.), and 
the proliferation of icons, logos, and so-called visual communication that I 
see the re-emergence and re-actualization of figurative thinking as a work
ing instrument of exchange of thinking. It seems that certain cultural proc
esses constitute obstacles to the recognition of figurative thinking and its 
encouragement. If my denunciation of the artistic imperialism sounds sur
prising, it is not the artistic institutions nor art education in general that are 
my targets, but rather their tendency to claim the territory of imagery as the 
one having to do necessarily with artistic domain. From this perspective, 
the conceptions that assign a privileged status to optical realism and visual 
thinking are as questionable as conceptions that emphasize creativity, ex
pression, or art for art’s sake. In the domain of art education these concep
tions certainly merit attention. However, they are too exclusive to allow for 
development of a rich and open repertoire (e.g. Darras, 1992; Kindler & 
Darras, 1997a), since they reject and stifle figurative thinking and the pluri- 
media modalities of expression.

In my work, which is oriented towards promotion of initial imagery and 
figurative thinking, there is more than the ambition to promote a research
er’s whim. There is a conviction to contribute to the uncovering of a hidden 
richness as well as hope to help develop a competence that has not been 
sufficiently explored. Figurative thinking, as distinguished from visual 
thinking, is exactly this inhibited competence that has been for centuries 
favoured in many tasks, yet not recognized and undervalued.

Among the many changes that postmodern thinking can bring, it seems 
to me important to insist on revision of the hegemony of artistic systems 
and doctrines in the world of communication involving images. The post
modern spirit that questions linear conceptions of history should not come 
short of insisting on reconsideration of avenues abandoned in the name of 
progress. It seems of particular importance to revitalize and rehabilitate rep
ertoires of imagery influenced by figurative thinking. While the place and 
role of art educators in this venue are still to be defined, a more open and 
generous conception of art is a first step towards assigning figurative think
ing the merit that it deserves.

Notes
1. The label “lay people” is only an attempt to name a category without an appel
lation. It could stand for the novice or non-expert, though children precisely are 
experts in their own system of representation.
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Dr Kristian Pedersen, The Royal Danish School 
o f Educational Studies, Copenhagen

Symbol Systems and Activities 
in Children’s Pictorial Culture

Different Strategies According to 
Epistemological Assumptions

Danish research dealing with children’s cultural pictorial systems and 
their pictorial activity came into being about 1970, and empirical studies 
have taken place since 1978. The starting point was the well-known pilot 
project “Children’s Pictures—Children’s World’’ (1981), initiated by Rolf 
Köhler and me and implemented by Köhler (1978-81). This study com
pared 500-600 children’s pictures with aesthetic forms in popular culture, 
and the result was an exhibition. It was carried out in cooperation with lb -  
20 teachers who were participants in an in-service course and in a develop
ment project in their schools concerning the renewal of theory and practice 
in visual arts education.

In Köhler and Pedersen’s book B0rns billedproduktion i en billedkultur 
(1978; Children’s Production of Pictures within a Pictorial Culture), two 
main suggestions were proposed to educational practice: (1) Semiotic read
ings should be applied to children’s and grownups’ common aesthetic cul
tures to find out what children may learn through their reception. (2) Direct 
and indirect experiences, reception and production may interact in chil
dren’s acquisition of pictorial languages. In fact the project did not succeed 
in documenting item (2) but was very successful in the documentation of 
item (1). So this special research dealt with the semiotic systems or symbol 
systems which were found to be shared by children’s and grownups’ repre
sentations at that time.

The approach to the data material was the socio-cultural one, because 
we used socio-semiotic readings to describe the data material consisting of 
children’s and grownups’ pictures on the same themes. By that means we 
were able to document that a very important process of socialization took 
place and that the reception of pictures and other aesthetic forms did influ
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ence children’s production of pictures through their imitations of cultural 
source material.

Afterwards, through our internal criticism, we came to the conclusion 
that we had documented what pictorial forms of languages do to children’s 
pictures—and that socialization had been elucidated only with respect to 
the passive and more receptive parts of the process. The reasons were that 
the data material consisted of representations and that we had no knowl
edge about the children’s direct experiences with their life world. It was not 
possible to obtain this kind of knowledge when we were dealing with so 
many persons and their representations.

This is why we have used another strategy in our latest research: follow
ing a few persons in longitudinal studies, studying the interaction between 
direct and indirect experiences in children’s pictorial symbolic activity in 
order to find new ways to describe, interpret and explain the process of 
development as a process of socialization in a more dialectical sense. In this 
process of acquisition we have been interested in knowing what children do 
to the acquired symbol systems and what the symbol systems do to chil
dren’s work.

So we have moved on to a psycho-semiotic approach in our studies, 
while we take it for granted that the socio-semiotic conception is a neces
sary precondition for that approach. In fact I assume that an interaction 
between the psycho-semiotic level (the diachronic axis) and the socio- 
semiotic level (the synchronic axis) takes place in the process of socializa
tion. Furthermore: I am beginning to see an outline of a new concept of 
development as a theory of the genesis of experience understood as the 
interaction of direct and indirect experience at play in different actual con
texts.

Socio-Semiotic Research Against the Paradigm 
of Natural Growth

The whole body of our studies came into being because we saw so many 
processes and results in our work with children which could not be ac
counted for by the theory of Lowenfeld (1947; Lowenfeld and Brittain 
1969), which was the main theory of development in Denmark during the 
period from 1950 to 1980. Theoretically it was not possible any more sim
ply to regard the genesis of pictorial psychological development as the un
folding of biological potentialities. As we know, this has been a strong par
adigm through the 20th century.

In my doctoral work (Pedersen 1999) I have surveyed the whole body of 
knowledge coming from Kerschensteiner (1905), Levinstein (1905), Prinz-
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horn (1922), Burt (1921), Britsch (1926), Eng (1926-61), Luquet (1913/ 
27), Read (1943), Lowenfeld & Brittain (1969), Kellogg (1969/70), McFee 
(1970), Alland(1983), Gardner (1973-91), Winner (1982), etc. I have come 
to the conclusion that all of them, although they focus on different themes 
and aspects in their research on children’s pictures, understand develop
ment as the natural unfolding of natural potentialities in natural forms of 
expression. They see development as growth and expression of maturity 
with regard to different aspects of personality, development with a fixed 
natural end point, following the route of the U-shaped curve, aesthetics as 
natural expression, etc. Although cultural facts are taken into account by 
some of them (McFee, Alland, Gardner, Winner), these are overshadowed 
by the basic paradigm of natural growth in development.

I need not to argue why in any modern professional context these con
ceptions seem to me to be entities of historical value, which are not able to 
reflect the complex problems of today. However, because child-centred 
education and this special point of view represented a very strong tradition 
in Denmark in the period 1950-80, we had to fight very hard in our re
search and development work to replace these conceptions with more use
ful ones.

The Socio-Semiotic Strategy: Methods and Results
The hypotheses in the project “Children’s Pictures—Children’s World’’ 

(1981) involved notions about possibilities of documenting influences from 
cultural sources in popular aesthetic culture upon children’s own pictorial 
representations. We also thought that it would be possible to document 
tendencies in this influence through comparative work with similarities and 
differences in the thematic structures and subject matter and in the forms of 
pictorial language used in pictures by children and grownups.

With this aim in view, teachers in in-service training collected children’s 
own representations in pictures produced inside and outside school and a 
great deal of material from the cultural sources in the children’s homes and 
institutions: photos of children’s rooms at home, toys, pictures in maga
zines and papers, objects and pictures connected with sporting activities, 
etc. This large material was categorized with respect to representational 
themes and forms of expression and communication, and we used quantita
tive and qualitative analyses in our semiotic readings across the borderline 
between grownups’ and children’s work.

The categorizing work was performed as a visual documentarism in a 
very large exhibition comprising an abundance of work, themes, maintracks 
and sidetracks. I shall just present a few main results:
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(1) A collage showed the categorizing of grownups’ pictures of children 
as models for the display of knitting work in magazines for women. In 
emblematic forms children look happily at the viewer, wearing the impor
tant things: the cardigans which their mothers have been able to produce for 
them. In connection with this collage a sculpture made by some teacher 
students represented a screaming baby in order to comment on the above- 
mentioned manifestation of childhood: childhood may contain some pain, 
too! Arrangements of this kind were used to present question marks in the 
investigation.

(2) Some stands contained various categorizations in exhibition-boxes 
of children’s toys, showing a very emblematic representation of animals 
and the narrative structures and subject-matter in stories about what are 
important socialization themes in boys’ and girls’ upbringing by toys.

(3) A reconstruction of girls’ rooms at home presented the aesthetics in 
children’s rooms: through the quantification of things found in children’s 
rooms we constructed the representative room for girls in the eastern part of 
Jutland at that time (Figure 1). In order to question the whole aesthetic 
scenario we made a sculptural reproduction of Munch’s version of a young 
girl as a nude, and his picture was also placed in the room, although we did 
not find that kind of picture in any room we had visited.

Figure 1. “The Room o f a Girl" (Children's Pictures—Children’s World, 1981).
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(4) The outer walls of this room were used for a very big collage, which 
we called “The Frieze of Culture” (Figure 2), organized in the following 
ways: (a) From starting point to end point we showed the representative 
tendencies in children’s pictures from the age of two to the age of thirteen 
in the middle parts of the collage, (b) The representative tendencies in chil
dren’s cultural source material, grownups’ work for children, were shown 
in surrounding parts so that it was possible to compare them with the repre
sentative tendencies in children’s pictures, (c) In both cases the overall 
method was the categorization of motifs so that the thematic structures and 
subject matter and the forms of visual language used became visible. Nar
rative structures and subject matter in children’s and grownups’ common 
aesthetic culture were examined in this way, and the main result was that 
they had thematic content and formal structures in common.

Figure 2. From “The Frieze o f  Culture ’’(Children's Pictures—Children’s World, 
1981).

This collage and the whole exhibition and investigation showed that 
children do not live their own lives in their own childhood culture— no mat
ter how many folksongs we know on that theme. Some parts of this collage 
showed for instance:

(5) The emblematic renderings of animals used in the scrap culture for 
children. (6) The works of children in some kindergartens and after-school



P a r t  O n e : C o n c e p t u a l  I ssu es  51

institutions showing conventional do-it-yourself-activities. We wondered 
why at the same time the nursery staff held the conventional idea of a spe
cial children’s culture. (7) The popular narrations in the common culture of 
cut-out dolls. (8) The popular narrative structures and subject matter in the 
culture of youth fashion at that time. (9) The popular world of idols in youth 
culture and the influences from pictures of that kind on pictures by young 
people drawn from memory about their heroes. (10) The common popular 
romantic genre in grownups’ and young people's pictures: two sexes being 
together, hugging and kissing. (11) The common action-packed genre in 
the popular world of sports and science fiction and the special world of 
horror with similarities in children’s, young people’s and grownups’ pro
ductions.

What we saw shared by children, young people and grownups were com
mon cultures of genres in the aesthetics of everyday life. When this is the 
case in visual media we did not see why it should not be the case in visual 
arts in education, although we did not examine this field in the project. So 
we supposed that there is no fixed end point of development as proposed by 
the paradigm of the biogenesis of development; instead we suggested the 
reflection of different repertoires of expression in pictorial genres as anoth
er approach to children’s culture.

In the above-mentioned cultural frieze, the greatest number of children’s 
and young people’s pictures was their drawings from memory. However, 
we also ran many experimental teaching projects where children did better 
quality work in their use of codes and in their treatment of themes. But the 
fact is that the new findings resulted in some chaos in our educational thin
king at that time. Although we did succeed in indicating certain better 
educational practices, we did not succeed in reflecting sufficiently on the 
upshot. The project was communicated all over Denmark in several exhibi
tions, where the results were commented upon by art historians, philo
sophers of aesthetics, artists, teachers, parents and children.

Psycho-Semiotic Research 
on the Development of Symbol Activity

There were plenty of problems which had not been sufficient elucidated 
by the socio-semiotic and reception-oriented approach in the pilot project:
• Can perception be reduced to the notion that it is coded?
• Can perception be inferred only from representation and experiments in 

laboratories?
• Cannot direct experiences about the life world count in “the prison of 

visual languages”?
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• Does not an intertextual conceptualization of visual languages allow the 
asking of an important epistemological question about the relation to 
children’s life worlds?

• Is there no dynamic relation between direct and indirect experiences in 
the symbol activity of children?

• Does not new bodily sensations in visual arts and media come into being 
in our use of symbol systems both at the level of historical reconstruc
tions in common culture and at the level of individuals’ reconstructions?

• Denying that pictorial development is U-shaped in natural stages with a 
fixed end point, does that mean that children’s development has no qual
itative phases in their acquisition activity from nature to culture, from 
unconsciousness to consciousness, from learning symbol activities to 
learning symbol systems, etc.?
Questions of that kind came into our minds as traces of the “in-between 

situation” : What aspects of the traditional biogenetic findings and our new 
socio-semiotic findings could be reconstructed in a new conception both of 
development and of learning strategies and tally satisfactorily with our prac
tical experiences from education? In fact, we found that the usual switch 
from child-centred education to a discipline-oriented education, so well 
known in many countries, was too facile an affair to reproduce.

These questions led to a few longitudinal case studies, analyses of longi
tudinal materials from different times, analyses of collections of many chil
dren’s productions on the same themes, etc. Bodil Havskov Jensen (1986) 
considered small children’s works in the light of Luquets theory in a licen
tiate study. Ingelise Flensborg treated the problem of the relation between 
perception and representation in her doctoral thesis (1994), studying chil
dren’s orientation in their life world and their representations in sculpture 
and 2-dimensional form. In that way she applied an interactive approach to 
natural and cultural perception, cognitive mapping and visual representa
tion. The important thing for me in this research is the reflection of various 
transformations in symbol-activity: from sensing to perception, from sche
mata of notions in mental mapping to visual representations in different 
visual media and arts— and the other way round, too.

Anne Maj Nielsen (1994, 1996) studied layers of symbols and gender- 
socialization in her doctoral thesis with almost the same theoretical sources 
of inspiration which I have tapped in my research: the interaction theory 
about socialization, activity theory, critical psychology, etc. She used his
torical and current longitudinal materials and collections of many children’s 
pictures about the same themes nowadays.

In my doctoral work (Pedersen 1999), I made a longitudinal study of one 
boy’s pictorial socialization, in which I examined the interaction between
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the boy’s direct experiences with his life world and his activities of imitat
ing a great many cultural source materials in a chronological arrangement. 
The investigation deals with his life from the age of two to the age of six
teen. The material covers activities inside and outside school. The method 
used has been comparative categorization of his own production of pictures 
and things and of his cultural source material.

The source materials which have influenced him very much were:
• toys and model kits used for making toys and real-life objects;
• sport, sports items and sports pictures, both in newspapers and books and 

on TV and film;
• fashion, design and commodity aesthetics, in relation to things, clothes 

and his physical surroundings;
• cartoons of various kinds; .
• comic pictures (especially comic cartoons in the newspapers and maga

zines and in comic books).
The genres which he establishes through his whole process of socializa

tion have been: an emblematic genre; an objectively- descriptive genre; an 
action-packed genre; a humoristic genre; and a decorative genre.

In the long run it has become possible to infer that two dynamics may be 
in interaction in order to see some qualitative development of importance: 
rich direct experiences with his life world must interact during the process 
of development with rich indirect experiences. The narrations in the cultur
al source material and in his own productions are just the same at the level 
of main themes and genres and at the level of binary themes.

But the important thing is that when you follow him over long periods, 
you come to the conclusion that he is not just reproducing symbols and 
symbol systems; his individuality and life experiences come into existence 
in his reconstructions of the learned conventions. So in the interactive mean
ing of learning and development, his psychological potentialities are recon
structed from learning by cultural source material, and he contributes to the 
reconstructions of visual symbol systems used in his symbol activity.

My conclusion is that this investigation supports the following hypothe
ses, which have been inspired by the activity theory of the Cultural-Histor
ical School (Luria, Vygotsky, Leontjev, Antonov, Elkonin, Cole, Hansen, 
Hedegaard, Enersvedt, etc.):
1. The psychological development of human beings is made possible by the 

cultural and historical conditions in which they live. Every generation 
hands over to the next generation a cultural-historical heritage, which is 
embodied in tools, languages, traditions, etc.

2. The individual human being acquires the cultural-historical heritage 
through her or his reconstructing activity, i.e. through processes in which
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he or she is acting in relation to material and mental products of the cul
ture in society. The acquisition is at the same time a condition for the 
alteration and further cultural development of human beings.

3. The biological heritage does exist upon the human level. But acquisition 
by human beings of the cultural-historical heritage is not a biological 
process determined by biological laws, but is made possible by relation
ships which are connected with the psychological processes which come 
into being in the activity of acquisition.
These hypotheses are inspired by and slightly altered from M. Hedegaard 

et al. (1989, p. 1). In her text the term used for my expression “made possi
ble” is “determined.” Through my alteration I am trying to avoid any possi
ble deterministic or reductionistic understanding, although I am sure that 
Hedegaard does not have notions of that kind.
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Helene Illeris, 
The Royal Danish School o f Educational Studies

Copying—You Just Aren’t Supposed 
to Do That!

Copying—you just aren ’t supposed do that! This sentence was used by a 
Danish art teacher as a headline for an article written in the Danish review 
for art educators in primary and lower secondary school.1 This very short 
article describes a teaching experience with a class of students aged 15 to 
17, who had already had some practice in painting, with the use of acrylics 
as their favourite medium. After 12 years of making portraits, still lifes and 
non-figurative compositions “inspired by music and drama,” the teacher 
feels increasingly bad about his failure to introduce his students to the anal
ysis of works of art. In his own words, the teacher thinks that “it must be 
essential that, apart from the active creation of pictures, we also try to give 
the students an intellectual understanding of the formal artistic effects of 
pictures, their communicative function and their social signification.”

The reason why the teacher did not introduce the analysis of artworks to 
his students is that he does not know how to do it without giving “dead 
boring and absolutely irrelevant” lessons. Of course, that is something he 
has tried to avoid for as long as possible. The solution to the teacher’s prob
lem emerges in what he calls a “homespun common-sense thesis”: “If you 
want your students to bathe in the sea of world art, you must start out by 
making them dip in their toes, otherwise they will drown.”

What the teacher actually does is make every single student choose a 
reproduction of a painting from the school’s collection of postcards, calen
dars, art magazines, art books and so on. The only criterion for the students’ 
choice is “my favourite painting.” The result is that every one of them 
chooses a naturalistic painting from early modernism (Munch, Gaugin, 
Hartmann...), even if they know almost nothing about the individual paint
ers or art history in general. When asked about the motivation for their 
choice, most answers were about feelings: “It makes me feel cheerful,” 
“happy,” “sorrowful” and so on.

The teacher then proceeds to give his students the following task: Try to
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make a copy of your chosen reproduction, 50x75 cm, as accurately as pos
sible, carefully observing the motif, composition, colours and brushwork of 
the master. The teacher reports that the students’ initial reaction to the cop
ying task is very negative. They find it to be “crude” and “definitely amor
al,” but they nevertheless agree to try it out; so maybe, in spite of their 
protests, “they were somehow attracted by this crude task,” he reasons.

The execution of the copies turns out to be a long, arduous process, go
ing on for 20 lessons (1 lesson=45 min.). When the work is finished the 
students express great satisfaction with the result, stating that these paint
ings, made by copying the artworks of others, mean more to them than all 
the other pictures they had made before. The teacher in turn expresses his 
surprise about the serious attitude of the students towards the process, and 
about the fact that, while working on their own pictures, the students in
creasingly mix the copying process with their own expressions of style, 
colour and composition, in order to produce not just bad copies, but quite 
autonomous and well-crafted pictures.

During the copying process the teacher tries to teach each individual 
student some theory relating to the painting she or he is copying, and he 
finds most of the students to be much more interested than they were be
fore, although he concludes the passage by stating that he himself was un
doubtedly the one who learned most about art history from this particular 
project. As a conclusion to the whole process, the teacher reports on a visit 
with his students to the National Museum of Art, where, after the copying 
experience, “to my mind (they) looked more at the artworks on display than 
at the postcards, and spent more time in the galleries than in the cafeteria.”

The Two Narratives
What I find very interesting about this story from everyday life is that 

when I relate it to the empirical data (interviews, observations, conversa
tions) I have collected until now in my research project,2 it actually seems 
to represent, in a condensed narrative form, some very typical conflicts that 
Danish art teachers are confronted with when they want to introduce their 
teenage students to professional works of art.

These problems are probably very profoundly rooted in Danish culture 
both at a pedagogical level, within social conventions and educational prac
tices, and at a socio-psychological level, coming to the surface as individu
al inhibitions. Certainly, different approaches of systematic, critical analy
sis are called for to point out the more specific character and origins of 
some of the main conflicts. This kind of analysis, in fact, will be one of the 
most important issues in my research project, where it is my intention to
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make a critical, qualitative study of how the encounter of Danish teenage 
students with contemporary works of art actually takes place (if it takes 
place at all) within the present educational framework, and how it could 
eventually take place if conditions and understandings changed in line with 
a number of recent studies and theories in art education, psychology of art 
and philosophy of art (aesthetics).

On a quite different scale in this paper, I will do something much less 
extensive but that might be of some inspiration to the reader who is not just 
searching for “arid facts.” Based on deconstructivist thinking (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg 1994, Hauge 1995) and on recent analyses of the way socially 
constructed narratives are governing our thoughts about social reality and 
personal identity (Lyotard 1979, Schafer 1983, Sarbin 1994), I intend to 
deconstruct the text of the teacher’s article by splitting it up into two sepa
rate main themes, each of them consisting of a series of minor sequences. I 
will then explore these themes and sequences by reconstructing them into 
two entirely separate narratives: (1) The teacher’s drama, told from the 
point of view of its very strong, circular emotional theme of shame, ambiv
alence and relief; and (2) The students ’ developmental process, told as a 
Piaget-inspired fairy tale.

First Narrative: The Teacher’s Drama

What we have at the very beginning of our story is a very conscientious 
and brave Danish art teacher who, like all Danish art teachers, wants to do 
his best according to the current pedagogical prescriptions and to the na
tional curriculum in his subject. Our teacher is teaching an art class to teen
age students who, according to the national curriculum for such classes, are 
going to be taught both how to produce their own pictures and how to look 
at pictures produced by others, including pictures which are considered 
works of art. Like most Danish art teachers, the protagonist of our first tale 
probably learned as a student a great deal more about how to teach the 
former than the latter, as not much art history instruction is provided for at 
teacher training colleges in Denmark.

Anyway, keeping to the immediate content of the article we are examin
ing, it is neither his own lack of relevant knowledge about professional 
works of art, nor the content of the national curriculum, which the teacher 
seems to consider as the most important problem. Because of the somewhat 
desperate situation it describes, all the main issues of the text are related to 
just one specific and urgent question: How do I, as a conscientious art teach
er, and given the present curriculum for the class, find a way to introduce 
the experience of professional works of art to a group of hard-working and
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committed teenagers, but ones who are apparently not at all interested in 
artworks?

As the teacher tries to work out a solution to this core problem, it some
how seems to be magnified. As the first solution is found, the initial prob
lem is compounded into at least three distinct problems, popping up one 
after another during the process. These three problems are mainly of an 
emotional kind and are all strongly related to the teacher’s personal feel
ings and imagination. The problems, as they appear, make the teacher feel 
am biva len t and sometimes asham ed , but he does not want to give up; he 
works out three original strategies, one for each problem. These strategies, 
as we will see, are so effective that they do lead him to three solutions, 
enabling him to realize his ideas in the class. Step by step, as the solutions 
are found, he obviously feels more and more relieved  of his ambivalence 
and shame. At the end of the introduction process, the success s2eems so 
complete and inspiring that he writes an article to tell all his fellow art 
teachers about his experience. But first things first, the teacher’s unsolved 
problems, strategies and solutions are as follows:

T ea ch er’s p rob lem  no. T. The teacher has for some time been “feeling 
bad” (asham ed ) because he failed to introduce the analysis of art pictures to 
his skilful 15-17 year-old students. He has also found himself to be in a 
dilemma (am biva len t), because even if he thinks that picture analysis is 
very important and should be introduced to the class right away, he does 
not want to force it upon the young people, who seem so happy making 
their own paintings “inspired by music and drama,” knowing absolutely 
nothing about art history or the intellectual understanding of artworks.

Stra tegy a n d  so lu tio n : What kind of strategy can the teacher actually 
adopt in order to overcome his dilemma? Thinking it over once more he has 
an idea: the only possible answer to satisfy both his own sense of responsi
bility and the students’ pleasure in their work must be to create some kind 
of fu s io n  between the “intellectual understanding” associated with the pic
ture analysis and the “creative act” of picture production! Why not rein
vent, as it were, one of the classical tools in the education of young artists: 
copying from the works (here reproductions) of the great masters? The 
teacher decides that it deserves to be tried out (first relief).

T ea ch er’s prob lem  no. 2: Unfortunately, once he has taken this liberat
ing decision about the method, the teacher faces a new problem of am biva 
len ce : in our time and in our culture, one is not really supposed to copy the 
work of others, at least not if these works are considered works of art!

Stra tegy and  so lu tio n : Without asking himself the complicated question 
of why this inhibition is felt so strongly even by himself, the teacher search
es in his mind for one more strategy that will lead him to solve the problem
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within the context of the specific situation of the art class. What he lacks 
this time is not a working method but a ju stifica tio n  strategy (m enta l re lie f  
fro m  sham e) that he can use as an explanation to himself and others (his 
colleagues) of why he intends to make the students copy the work of others. 
The justification strategy worked out by the teacher to solve his second 
feeling of ambivalence consists in the composition of the very short “home- 
spun common-sense thesis” already mentioned before: “If you want your 
students to bathe in the sea of world art, you must start out by making them 
dip in their toes, otherwise they will drown.” This is a very good thesis for 
the proposition, because it tends to turn the ambivalent teacher into a kind 
of heroic figure, who actually tries to save  his students from the dangerous, 
hostile sea of world art by letting them copy just one work from the infinite 
multitude, instead of drowning them by endlessly rattling off the important 
works of art history.

T ea ch er’s prob lem  no. 3: The next big step in the teacher’s preparatory 
process is to find a way of presenting and justifying to the students  the 
unconventional proposition of copying, as the students would not be im
pressed enough by the common-sense thesis to accept the method right 
away.

Stra tegy and  so lu tio n : What the teacher actually devises to deal with his 
third and last problem is neither a working method nor a justification strat
egy, but a surprise  attack. To avoid the risk of complete refusal from the 
students, he introduces the new task to the class in two separate steps: (1) 
At first he does not tell the students his real intentions. He just asks them to 
choose from the school’s collection of pictures a reproduction they like, 
and then asks them to explain their choice to the rest of the class. That 
should not be a problem— we are still in the expressive (i.e. “authentic”) 
realm of things. (2) After this cautious approach, he drops the bombshell: 
they are supposed to copy the reproduction! As the teacher anticipated from 
the start, the students are openly appalled (feeling asham ed  on behalf of 
their teacher) when he presents this “crude” and “amoral” working method 
to them.3 But finally, and without even too much resistance (teacher’s re
lief), they agree to try it out anyway, and even— the satisfied teacher notic
es— with a kind of hidden pleasure , probably related to the idea of doing 
forbidden and “crude” things.

Second Narrative (The Fairy Tale): 
The Students’ Learning Process

The story of the students’ learning process is rather different from the 
teacher’s emotional theme relating to the introduction of the task. Even if,
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here too, we can talk about a circular or spiral narrative movement (i.e. a 
process of setting out-conquering-homecoming at a higher level), the teach
er’s article mostly presents the students’ process as a long and, sometimes, 
strenuous voyage in time and space, which makes rather a big contrast to 
the continuous ups and downs of his own emotional tour deforce.

One reason for this shift of narrative pattern is, obviously, that while the 
teacher is the subject of the initial reflections, the students are the objects of 
those reflections, or, to go one step further, the primary object of the teach
er’s reflections are moral and pedagogical considerations, while the stu
dents, as secondary objects, just have to be convinced to carry out the task 
in order for the teacher to see what happens.

Choosing to retell the students’ story as a fairy tale parallels the similar 
structure which is used in a large number of myths and traditional fairy and 
folk tales all over the world (Propp 1988, Campbell 1988), and in many 
examples of older and contemporary reports of pedagogical sequences, as 
for instance in the article to which 1 am referring.

In the beginning of both kinds of narrative, the protagonists seem to be 
affected by events which are definitely beyond their own control, for in
stance being challenged by invincible antagonists such as dragons, wicked 
stepmothers, national curricula, teachers’ preferences and so on. Having 
had to accept their destiny by choice, by force or by seduction, the protag
onists will then have to pass through a long, exhausting and often danger
ous process, or voyage, to achieve some kind of treasure (learning). Fortu
nately, following the path of destiny, the heroic figures can usually count 
on some kind of outside help, or some magic power, which will make them 
overcome the invincible obstacles that they are facing. The reason why pro
tagonists of myths and fairy tales always deserve to have special powers or 
gifts is, in most cases, because of their very special inner qualities, for in
stance their innocence, intelligence and altruism.

These qualities will have to be proved in several test situations along the 
way: by helping someone, choosing the right horse, saying the right words 
or similar things. (Like students discovering that they are able to contribute 
to, or change, their own learning process, in spite of curricula and teachers’ 
preferences, using inner qualities they might not even know they possess.) 
Once appropriated, the treasure (learning) will have to be brought back 
home triumphantly, to prove the protagonist’s eternal right to accede to a 
higher level (social, spiritual, reputation, self-esteem, school class) than the 
one he or she had on setting out.

But what makes this a Piaget-inspired fairy tale? Well, as will be known 
to many readers, it has been very well shown by authors inspired by con
structivist ideas (e.g. White 1974, Schafer 1983, Gergen 1994) that a wide
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range of developmental theories in fields as diverse as history, anthropolo
gy, sociology and psychoanalysis are heavily dependent on literary forms, 
which most often happen to be similar to the fairy tale with its basic narra
tive structure of transformation through challenge. In this line of thought, it 
becomes quite easy to point out that Piaget, too, explains his theory of the 
development of psychic structures through adaptation as an ongoing proc
ess of setting out-conquering-homecoming at a higher level, which takes 
place both at a macro- and a micro-level and which, in the spirit of many 
other gra n d  narra tives  of early modernism, makes development synony
mous with this kind of spiral progression .

To be very brief, in the Piagetian essential narrative children are being 
challenged from outside, whereby “dragons,” big and small, ideally make 
them into permanent subjects of a continuous learning process consisting 
of (1) a state of equilibrium  between inner mental structures and the per
ception of the outside world, (2) a state of disequilibrium  provoked by the 
disruption of the balance by some unexpected change inside or outside the 
child (the “dragon”), and, at the end of the circle (3) a re-equilibration  of 
the mental structures, but this time at a higher and more stable level which 
incorporates and transforms the newly-lived experience into an integrated 
part of the child’s psyche (Piaget 1992, p. 10-11).

Putting together these different references, a reconstruction of the fairy 
tale of our art class would turn out somewhat like this:

B eginning/equilibrium '. The art students are happy and well-balanced 
because they are free to do whatever they want, playing around with won
derful colours, music and still lifes all day long, living a really authentic life 
close to their inner nature of already acquired mental structures and artistic 
skills.

The intruder/disequilibrium : The students’ beloved teacher comes along, 
just as usual, but today he has a hidden plan: he wants to seduce the inno
cent students (bring them out of equilibrium), convincing them to conclude 
a pact with the devil of falsehood, doing something they had never done 
before: to copy from artefacts and not from their inner nature or surround
ings. We are not allowed to know what he actually tells them, but eventual
ly they are seduced, even if they tried to resist all along, telling him how 
“crude” his idea was.

The voyage/equilibration: The students then start out on their long voy
age, but while they are travelling through the darkness, trying to assimilate 
their new unknown and dangerous models, they slowly realise that they do 
not have to renounce all their original, personal powers, but that—on the 
contrary— some of these powers can be used in new ways. Painting the 
forbidden paintings, they discover that in the world of painting the dichoto
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my between falsehood and authenticity does not really exist, because their 
own paintings turn out to be as real and autonomous as the reproductions 
they are copying. These reproductions in turn, through their very presence 
in the classroom, prove to be much more real to the students than the “au
thentic” paintings they are reproducing by photographic means.

The treasure/new  co n d u ct: Once they have realised the actual authentic
ity of their own paintings, the students feel very strongly that they are re
gaining their freedom, because nothing prevents them from constructing 
their own paintings in the way they like, “stealing” as much, or as little, 
from the reproduction as they need. In this way they realize that they have 
conquered the dragon from within, by unmasking him and thereby neutral
izing his powers. The treasure of this story, they find, is not in being au
thentic, because authenticity at this point is not really an important issue, 
but it is in the experience of entering the a rt- ificial, inorganic world of an 
art-efact, using some of its powers, reproducing it, bathing  in it—to use the 
words of their surprised teacher— adapting  it, to use the terminology of 
Piaget.

H om ecom ing/m ore stable equilibrium : Having conquered the dragon and 
found the treasure, the students’ last task in the fairy tale is to bring the 
treasure back home to prove their right to marry the princess and to be 
permitted to accede to a higher level/more stable equilibrium than the one 
they had before. In our story this homecoming is symbolized in two differ
ent ways: (1) by the students’ expressed love for their new productions, 
seeing them as the superior result not just of the recent voyage but of their 
entire history as picture producers, and (2) by the increase in their interest 
for artworks at the museum, as reported by the teacher.

Back to the Teacher’s Drama

In a way one could conclude that the students’ process, at the end of the 
original narrative in the teacher’s article, actually ends up by being com
plete and harmonious to a higher degree than the teacher’s drama, because 
while the students are very satisfied with the result of their appropriated 
process, stating that the paintings made from the artworks of others are 
more important to them than all the other pictures they had made before, 
the teacher at the end of his tale is lamenting a new and unsolved problem 
and a feeling of am bivalence. This new problem is about the k ind  of learn
ing that actually took place after his successful introduction of the copying 
idea to the students.

What we perhaps almost forgot is that the teacher’s original purpose was 
to teach the intellectual understanding of artworks made by important paint
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ers, through the method of picture analysis, and in no way to make the 
students produce the intense—both technically and emotionally significa
tive—paintings they actually did, having a fairy-tale kind of experience, 
ending in triumph. It is true that the teacher, to overcome this new ambiva
lent situation, tries to “fit in” some small theoretical lessons while the stu
dents are working at their paintings, but he also states that at the end of the 
project the only thing he felt really sure about in relation to those efforts 
was that he himself learned a lot more about art history in that period.

So what did the students learn according to the teacher? Well, all we can 
do here is stick to his own words when, in the final picture of his narrative, 
the teacher describes himself watching the students walking around in the 
museum, and he ends up asking himself the laconic and, in my opinion, still 
quite ambivalent question: “Who knows, maybe they did get their feet just 
a little wet?” (relief ??)

Postscripts
What does it mean to give up authenticity? What does it mean to copy? 

What is authenticity all about when it comes to the production of pictures?

*

A friend of mine, a psychologist, told me of an event that he remem
bered very clearly from his school days: A girl in his class had made a very 
skilful drawing of Donald Duck, which was greatly admired by all her 
schoolmates. The teacher came by and saw the drawing that the girl had 
copied from a magazine, and he became really furious: “I had never before 
seen a schoolmate being humiliated so badly in front of the whole class. 
Our admiration for her disappeared completely,” my friend remembered.

*

A teacher in one of my interviews states in relation to a recent visit with 
a class of hers to the local museum of contemporary art: “What you do 
anyway, even if you think that it’s almost forbidden, you know ... copying, 
stealing an idea you’ve seen by somebody else, it was just made kind of 
legal [by the museum’s workshop educator], and I found that to be such a 
positive experience!” But when I interviewed her students, unlike the stu
dents in the article, not a single one of them mentioned the problem of 
“legality” of copying. They just liked doing sketches from the paintings 
they preferred, and one of them even told me that she spent hours of her free 
time at home making drawings from books, magazines and postcards, not 
as artworks, but as pleasant exercises, which among other things served to
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build up new schemata4 for the “authentic” (“art”) drawings, that she had to 
do “from memory” at school....

*

Experiments that I have been doing with my own students, who are ex
perienced art teachers, show that despite the students’ negative opinions 
about the idea of making copies or sketches from artworks (somehow the 
idea of “paraphrases” is accepted), when they actually start out making very 
accurate copies of contemporary works of art (1:1, using exactly the same 
materials as the original), they find the task much more fascinating and 
interesting than expected. Many of them have even stated afterwards that 
the exercise has changed their view of contemporary art, making them more 
interested than they were before, and that they think that copying from art
works might be an interesting “alternative” strategy in art education.

*

To be honest, having worked as an artist in the eighties and early nine
ties, the whole question seems a little outdated to me, because even though 
I know that there is a public demand for artists to be “original,” from the 
beginning of my art studies my attention has been drawn to the fact that 
originality and creativity are nothing but the question of finding the right 
forms or objects from art or from just anywhere outside yourself to take/ 
buy /copy/sample/simulate/reconstruct/emphasize/internalize/transform in 
some way. How can art or even art studies claim that originality and au
thenticity come from the inside of practitioners, in an epoch dominated by 
all kinds of simulacra (Baudrillard 1987), if not as a very naive form of 
emancipation “therapy.” which, as I see it, when it comes to art education, 
even risks creating serious feelings of shame in students who do not have a 
gift for (simulating) “originality”?

*

Recent Danish and international studies in children’s drawings, which 
were presented at the Vilnius seminar in April 19975 (e.g. the lectures by 
Kristian Pedersen and Brent Wilson), have established that children’s draw
ing activity takes place as an interaction between the child and the images 
of the surrounding culture of which the child is a part. Almost all over the 
world it seems that, among the images that children imitate and appropriate 
by drawing, painting etc., those of the mass media, especially magazines, 
cartoons, games and other graphical material, are their natural favourites. 
As in the psychologist’s tale, probably these drawings are usually admired 
by schoolmates when they are well done, while not one of the art teachers 
whom I have interviewed until now liked them or even paid special atten-
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tion to them, because they considered them “just” copies (they did not con
demn them either).

One result of this lack of attention is that some art teachers do not see it 
as their problem to provide alternative external models for the children’s 
drawing activities, not even when the children grow into teenagers and are 
clearly demanding models which can help them to make “adult” kinds of 
pictures and not just Barbies, hearts, dragons or stereotyped landscapes or 
portraits. This does not mean that art teachers do not use their lessons to try 
to teach the students something new: they make them fight with realism in 
difficult exercises on still life and perspective, or make them express them
selves through “authentic” paintings inspired by music, drama and themes 
from their own lives. But using artworks as models?— You just aren ’t sup
posed to do that!

Notes
1. Ole FI. Larsen: Kopiere—Jamen detm å man da ikke!, Formning/Billedpaedago- 
gisk Tidsskrift nr. 3, 1991, pp. 19-21.
2. The Contemporary Work o f  Art as an Experiental Model fo r  Pictorial Work in 
the Higher Grades o f  the Danish Folkeskole, Ph.D research-project by Helene 
Illeris at The Royal Danish School of Educational Studies 1996-99.
3. As we shall see later on, one of my interviewees, a very committed and in
formed teacher, even equated copying artworks in a museum through sketching 
with the amoral and criminal act of stealing somebody else’s property, something 
of course that she would never even think of doing herself or teach her students to 
do. As such statements show, the romantic demand of originality and authenticity 
is more strongly felt when teachers and students think about the field of the arts 
than about almost any other field, where imitating is used as a quite “normal” 
pedagogical tool. This strong romantic idea of the very special authenticity of an 
artwork must be what produces these incredible feelings of shame, especially in 
the teachers but also in the students, when they are asked to do even a simple 
sketch or exercise from an artwork.
4. On the use of schemata by artists and by children, see Gombrich 1959.
5. The Cultural Context. Comparative Studies o f  Art Education and Children’s 
Drawings. Symposium in Vilnius, Lithuania. April 23-27, 1997.
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Art Education and the Place of Children 
A Methodological Comment

They had entered Veraguth’s living room. He [father] sat down 
and held the child between his knees. “I know what you mean, Pierre,” 
he said soothingly. Would you like to look at pictures now, or would 
you rather draw? Why couldn’t you draw the story of the mouse?” 

“Oh yes, I ’ll do that. But I ’ll need a nice big sheet of paper.” 
Veraguth took a sheet of drawing paper from the table drawer, 

sharpened a pencil, and pulled up a chair for the boy.
Kneeling on the chair, Pierre began at once to draw the mouse and 

the cat. Not to disturb the child, Veraguth sat behind him, watching 
his thin, sunburned neck, his graceful back, and aristocratic, wilful 
head. Pierre was deep in his work, which he accompanied with impa
tient lip movements. Every line, every successful or unsuccessful 
stroke, was clearly reflected in his restless lips, in the movements of 
his eyebrows and the creases in his forehead.

“Oh, it’s no good,” Pierre cried out after a time. Straightening up 
and propping his cheeks on his open hands, he examined his drawing 
with a critical frown.

“It’s not getting anywhere,” he said with plaintive impatience. 
“Papa, how do you make a cat? Mine looks like a dog.”

His father took the paper and inspected it earnestly.
“W e’ll have to erase a little,” he said gently. “The head is too big 

and not round enough, and the legs are too long. Wait, we’ll get it.” 
Cautiously, he ran his eraser over Pierre's paper, took a fresh sheet, 

and drew a new cat.
But Pierre’s patience was exhausted, he gave back the pencil, and 

now his father had to draw, after the cat, a little kitten, then a mouse, 
then Pierre coming and setting the mouse free, and then finally the 
child demanded a carriage with horses and a coachman on the box. 

Then suddenly that bored him too. Singing, the boy ran about the



7 6  T h e  C ultu r a l  C o n tex t

room, looked out the window to see if it was still raining, and danced 
out the door. His frail high voice could be heard singing under the 
windows, and then there was silence. Veraguth sat alone, holding the 
sheet of paper with the cats on it.

Hermann Hesse, Rosshalde (1914; Hesse 1970, 93-94)

Since those days many things have changed in art education, or have 
they? At least we have many theorists and disciplines who have spoken for 
children. In the beginning of this century there was a strong emphasis on 
child-centred art education and since then that has been a spoken or unspo
ken ethos in all kinds of education.

Broadly speaking, all those disciplines subscribe to a “child-centred” 
approach in the sense of advocating that education should be oriented to
wards children’s needs, interests, and developmental growth and informed 
by an educational understanding of child development (Burman 1994). 
Thus, the basic vision is that of a sequence of ordered developmental stages 
through which children progress at certain ages to become adults.

For example, in a book from the fifties this ultimate goal is described in 
the following way: “The ‘meaning’ of children’s art to children might be 
regarded as a means by which they can work through successive stages of 
development to ways of thinking, feeling, and doing that are adult” (Lind
ström 1957,17). As developing people and as objects of socialization, chil
dren have thus been conceptualized as less than adults in that they are pro
gressing towards the goal of mature adulthood.

Later, the central tenets of the child-centred approach—readiness, choice, 
needs, play and discovery (Burman 1994)—have been expressed in more 
sophisticated ways. A philosophy of exclusion and control is dressed up as 
protection (cf. Oakley 1994). Along these lines, the purpose of artistic ac
tivity is seen in its giving children an opportunity for self-expression. It is 
also thought to serve as an important vehicle for children’s creative devel
opment. In both cases it is considered important that the teacher does not 
interfere with what is seen as a child’s natural and spontaneous process, lest 
it be inhibited (see e.g. Cox 1992).

In the child-centred model, art education is conceptualised as the exter
nal realisation of an inner potential. The emphasis on the uniqueness of 
each child gives rise to the demand that learning should be ‘relevant’ to her 
needs and interests. The process of learning is valued over the topic or con
tent of what is learned. The commitment to learning by doing means that 
the teacher’s active role is defined as structuring the environment provided 
for the child (cf. Burman 1994).

Many teachers like to see their classes as child-centred, as model envi
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ronments, as havens of ideals and good practices in an otherwise imperfect 
world. Some difficulties, however, have emerged in translating these ideas 
into practice. Notwithstanding their rhetoric of emancipation and empow
erment, child-centred approaches are still associated with a preoccupation 
with social control and regulation, only with self-regulation regarded as 
more effective than overt coercion, precisely because it gives the impres
sion of freedom and choice.

What seems to teachers a child-centred environment, appears to children 
themselves adult-centred. Children have to go to school; they have no 
choice in that matter. From the children’s point of view, school demands 
conformity. School’s goals, curriculum, social norms and practices are 
framing structures. They leave children little scope for negotiation. Chil
dren’s ability to negotiate an acceptable daily experience is heavily depend
ent on adults’ understandings of childhood and of their views about what 
are appropriate activities by and for children (Mayall 1994; Oakley 1994).

Nevertheless, the subject position ‘child’ is not something simply fixed 
or given: on the contrary, it is constantly being redefined, reasserted and 
resisted in children’s talk and behaviour. In their talk children are claiming 
particular subject positions and thereby defining and constructing their so
cial relationships. For example, television, books, comics, etc. can be used 
by children in their attempts to make sense of their own social lives and to 
construct their identities (cf. Buckingham 1994). Of course, this kind of 
struggle for control characterizes many areas of children’s life. Artistic ac
tivity, too, may provide an arena in which relationships between adults and 
children are established and defined. In talking about their tastes and pref
erences and in asserting their right to them, children are actively negotiat
ing, and often resisting, the constructions of childhood that are made avail
able to them. These processes of negotiation are also apparent among chil
dren themselves.

Child development is socially constructed rather than biologically un
folding. The child and childhood are carefully orchestrated social produc
tions with “needs” and qualities related to gender, class, culture, and sex. 
Therefore, we have to study not only “the child,” but also the context (that 
is, the interpersonal, cultural, historical and political situation) that produc
es her (Burman 1994; see also Walkerdine 1984).

Among many theoretical perspectives on childhood, some have proved 
particularly useful. It has been fruitful to study children as actors— as inter
active agents who engage with people, institutions, and ideologies to forge 
a place for themselves in social worlds and who, by demonstrating interac
tive skills, propose themselves as worthy of inclusion both as individuals 
and as a social group alongside adult individuals and groups. As research
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ers and teachers we have to reconstruct our notions of what children are in 
the light of their own evidence. Children’s own experiences and discourses 
tell us about how they understand their daily lives and how they resist the 
childhoods they are asked to live. They actively and creatively promote 
their own knowledge and development and their own social positioning.

Qualitative research on children show that they are more mature or capa
ble than expected; that they are more tendentious than is supposed and that 
they change in ways directed largely by themselves (Fine & Sandström 
1988).

Adults and children have separate versions of childhood. Adulthood is a 
perspective, a way of being in the world, which embodies a particular stance 
towards children. Adults routinely set themselves up as the “understand- 
ers,” “interpreters,” and “translators” of children’s behaviour. However, to 
ask adults what children are like, is on a par with asking jailers what prison
ers are like (Waksler 1986). Thus, we should reflect on what it would really 
mean to study the world from the perspective of children both as knowers 
and actors, taking children’s ideas, beliefs, activities, and experiences seri
ously, as real and as embodying knowledge. The absence of children’s ex
planations has not been a problem because the very existence of such ex
planations is not recognized.

Understanding what children say and do is not an easy task. Because 
children live within the mainstream of society, there is a tendency to be
lieve that their culture is highly similar to adult culture. While there are 
some similarities, we should not take them for granted. Our social mean
ings are not necessarily the same as children’s social meanings. Children 
have a subculture of their own— a culture of childhood. This culture has it 
secrets. We think that we can make sense of what behaviours have just 
occurred, but can we be sure that we are not reading our adult assumptions 
into their actions? We all have been children somewhere in our past. As a 
result, we may believe that we have a greater knowledge of children’s cul
ture than we actually do. This sense of familiarity may be deceptive.

Childhood is something we all hold within us: a set of memories, a col
lection of ideas. Childhood may be a repository of happy, Garden-of-Eden 
memories, in accord with the cultural dictum that childhood must above all 
be fun, and/or it may be remembered as a nightmare of unhappiness. Our 
own childhoods are lived by us and are variously remembered, though usu
ally not in a linear way. Memories are filtered through the lens of how we 
have learnt as adults to think of childhood. In studying children, therefore, 
there is a sense in which we are likely to be studying the child within our
selves. It is difficult for adults to personally participate in the experiences 
of childhood because by then one’s whole way of experiencing things has
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changed. For adults many experiences are familiar. For children everything 
is new (Oakley 1994; see also Fine & Sandström 1988 and Sutherland 
1992).

In everyday life we adults take it for granted that children as a category 
know less than adults do, have less experience, are less serious, and are less 
important than adults in the ongoing work of everyday life. Such a perspec
tive is inscribed in us. The central suggestion here is that we should become 
aware of the bias inherent in defining children in terms of what they cannot 
do. We should, as researchers and teachers, explore children’s competen
cies and not their incapacities. Together we should create the space for an 
absent subject, an absent experience that is to be filled with the presence 
and spoken experience of actual children speaking of their everyday worlds.

“You know, Papa, when I go and see you in the studio, you always 
stroke my hair and you don’t say anything and you have entirely dif
ferent eyes, and sometimes they’re angry. Yes. And then if I say some
thing, I can see by your eyes that you are not listening, you just say 
yes, yes, and you don’t pay attention. And when I come and want to 
tell you something, I want you to listen to me.”

Hermann Hesse, Rosshalde (1914; Hesse 1970, 92)
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Pirkko Pohjakallio 
University o f Art and Design Helsinki

Questions to Old School Drawings

I am looking at pictures drawn and painted at the Töölö Secondary 
School in the 1950’s, pictures in which people are working: men, women, 
and children stacking hay, men on construction sites, out fishing or chop
ping ice, women at their ironing boards or washing windows, truck drivers, 
street sweepers, and policemen.

The pictures were created during art classes and were based on assign
ments given by the teacher. The students who made these pictures were 11 
to 18 years old. The surviving pictures must have been among the best, 
because every year the teacher mounted large exhibitions on the walls of 
the school and also at places outside her own school. The best works she 
stored in the school archives.1 I know some of the creators, who have be
come, among other things, architects, art teachers, theatre producers, and 
artists.

Most of the student works in the picture collection in the archives2 of the 
Department of Art Education at the University of Art and Design were done 
in secondary schools3 which children entered at about age 11. In the 1950’s, 
secondary schools were still primarily attended by children whose parents 
were affluent and well educated. The school provided a five-year curricu
lum as an intermediate school, or a student could go on and matriculate at 
about age 18.

What did drawing pictures mean to the students? What significance did 
making pictures have as part of the school’s educational goal? What were 
the students expected to learn? Where did the methods come from?

The Content and the Context of the Pictures
Looking at these pictures from the 1950’s, one could reach a conclusion 

that a culture that has created such pictures values true physical labour. 
Work defines a person and through work he obtains respect. Even though 
the creators of the pictures were secondary school students, city dwellers, 
and mostly children of the educated classes, most quite likely still had di
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rect contacts with the country. The families of urban civil servants spent 
their summer vacations in the countryside, where full-time mothers with 
their children might have spent the entire summer and taken part in farm 
work. In the decade following World War II, the countryside still served in 
a real way as a provider of food to the city dwellers, for instance in the form 
of food parcels from rural relatives. Finland was predominantly an agricul
tural society, even though industry, harnessed to pay off war reparations, 
was taking giant steps and the industrial structure of the country was chang
ing rapidly.

In the 1950’s, the passing on of traditions rather than building something 
new was still guiding schools in their actions. The old class culture sur
vived in the teaching traditions at secondary schools, even though the pub
licly expressed educational ideal was a cultural institution whose goals were 
to raise the educational level of the citizenry and to assure the nation’s suc
cess in international co-operation. The basic thinking was that education 
exploits the natural talents of the individual. The educational system has to 
select people for different forms of education, depending on their abilities. 
The national success of Finland is dependent on the accomplishments of 
the talented. The school accepts tradition as it manifests itself at the time, 
and the school has a duty to maintain the social divisions of labour within it 
(Volanen, 1991, 226).

Why do pictures by the secondary school students depict physical la
bour, even though the secondary school prepared its students for intellectu
al work? Was it an effort to avoid exacerbating social class divisions, for 
example, through this type of subject matter? Even the subject of the 1956 
art competition, a yearly event organized by the National Board of Educa
tion, was a work theme. The pictures sent in for the competition from dif
ferent parts of Finland depict work that is very concrete and physical: men 
fishing, building ships, houses, and roads, and women ironing, cleaning, 
taking care of children, selling goods at an outdoor market, and so on.

For more than forty years, the art teacher at the Töölö Secondary School, 
the birthplace of the pictures described here, was Beda Närhi (1896-1971),4 
who had graduated in 1921 as an art teacher from the Central School of 
Industrial Arts (now the University of Art and Design). The History Project 
of the Department of Art Education conducted interviews with relatives 
and former students of Beda Närhi.5 According to the recollections of the 
students, the teacher did not make any references to social problems when, 
for instance, the subject was pictures depicting work, whereas references to 
artistic and religious matters were frequent.6

Looking at the pictures with work themes, a few of those interviewed 
recalled drawing pictures with people hoeing up potatoes, or rinsing the
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wash on a frozen lake. According to them, much attention was paid to pos
ture. Students often posed in front of the class, or even the teacher herself 
did so. It was important to pay attention to what was behind what, and how 
the body bent. The interviewees discussed the pictures portraying work in 
the country. The picture showing women rinsing the wash on a frozen lake 
(Figure 1), for example, puzzled its creator, and she speculated that her pic
ture was probably based on a model, since she herself had never seen laun
dry being rinsed on a frozen lake.

1. Ulla Oksanen, 3rd grade (13 years)

Some clues about possible influences can be found if student pictures 
are compared to the history of art or to the art of the day. Avannolla (By the 
Ice Hole), a painting from 1900 by Pekka Halonen (Figure 2), an artist from 
the so-called Golden Age of Finnish art, could have been a starting point for 
the work of the student. According to art historian Aimo Reitala (1977), the 
principles guiding the Finnish visual arts have alternated between two basic 
roles. One is to have ideological influence, the other to give expression to a 
new vision of the world. In the first instance, there has generally been a 
desire to bring art together with national tradition, and in the latter, with the 
world of international ideals and industry.

After the Second World War, these roles became partially united as re
construction and struggles to pay war reparations gave an ideological foun-
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2. Pekka Halonen. Avannolla (By the Ice Hole) 1900

dation to industrialization. It was already before the end of the War (in 1943) 
that artist Lennart Segerstråle finished his monumental fresco Suomi rak- 
entaa (Finland constructs). The second half of the 1940’s and the following 
decade were to see Finnish monumental painting rise from a low level, par
ticularly in heroic work and industrial themes. For the first time, Finnish 
artists took a visible stand for industrialization. Idealistic faith in the possi
bilities of technology and in happiness brought along by industrialization 
filled an ideological void left when old foundations gave way (Reitala, 1977, 
179).

Conventions of Representing the Environment

The portrayal of Finnish landscape has always held a firm place in the 
national tradition of the arts. Through the decades, the student works in the 
historical archives at the Department of Art Education have depicted the 
fatherland with rather pathetically patriotic sentiments. To the Finn, the 
countryside has been the most natural landscape. At the close of the 19th 
century, the leading visual arts had offered an agrarian-minded, nature-lov
ing, and mystical view of the world to a nation entering a new century but
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still part of the Russian empire (Reitala, 1977, 167). The fertile fields of 
Midsummer, surging rapids, and nights of the midnight sun have had to 
serve as interpreters of the mental landscape of the Finns, for example, in 
old movies. Urban landscape and city folks have never generated a strong 
mythical charge in the Finnish culture. Sirpa Tani, who has studied the city 
from the standpoint of cultural geography, claims that the youth and the 
thinness of urban culture can be seen in the ideas about the Finnish culture, 
the Finnish people, and the landscape (Tani, 1995, 50-51).

In any case, students at the Töölö Secondary School drew plenty of pic
tures of their hometown of Helsinki. In one picture, muscular men are shov
elling snow onto trucks at the Senate Square (Figure 3). In other pictures, 
citizens are lining up to vote at the parliament house, and May Day is cele
brated at the Market Square, with the statue of Havis Amanda getting a 
white student cap for the day. Many details are recognizable in the pictures, 
and the places are full of people.

Viewpoints presented in the field of humanistic geography in recent years 
are interesting when examining pictures that students have drawn depicting 
their own environment. According to humanistic geography, the environ
ment is seen as an abstract space until it is transformed, through the experi
ences and interpretations man attaches to it, into a place full of meaning. 
Man experiences his world personally and individually. Memories and the

3. Juhan i L indström , 4th grade (14 years)
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events and hopes of everyday life have an influence on what a space be
comes in the mind of an individual. A place is always someone’s personal, 
subjective interpretation of a certain space. It becomes charged with mean
ing and fastens itself to the individual (Tani, 1995, 46).

Although humanistic geography emphasizes the meaning of the subjec
tive in experiencing the environment, it also takes into consideration the 
inter-subjective dimensions of a space (Walmsley, 1988,52). For example, 
the media and schools, as well as the products of pop culture and arts, are 
seen to have a strong influence on the birth of an identity for a space and on 
images created from it (Tani, 1995, 46).

A resident and a visitor see the same landscape in different lights. To the 
resident, Helsinki is part of the everyday life and always present, and so it 
need not be contemplated. Familiar streets mean perhaps only routes be
tween certain spaces. For a visitor, on the other hand, the city is made up of 
scenes that are aesthetically evaluated, of sights, and of navigating strange 
streets. Cities are sold to a traveller through images created about them. 
The tourist looks at a new city the way the travel brochures have shown it to 
him. He tours the sights. The essence of the city is preserved by photo
graphing the sights made familiar through the brochures.

What sort of experiences of environment and space has art teaching of
fered its students? In the teaching situation, have the students been like 
“tourists” to whom the teacher has dictated how to see and experience a 
place? What can we read from the pictures by the Töölö Secondary School 
students? It is obvious that the buildings of the Senate Square forming a 
background for the men shovelling snow must have been sketched after a 
model picture or pictures, familiar as the place must have been to the stu
dents. Sketching out the details of a building from memory seems unlike
ly.7

It is natural that this architectural environment, perhaps the most valued 
in Finland, has been included in the contents of teaching drawing. The steps 
of the Helsinki Cathedral have been the scene of many a state occasion and 
of political expression of opinion. How might a place change and acquire 
meaning when it is drawn at the direction of different teachers? What sort 
of illustrations of the Senate Square have the students had at their disposal? 
They have probably been pictures in which the Square has been photogra
phed as a grand architectonic setting, with proper daylight falling from a 
correct angle. The men shovelling snow in the student’s picture were also 
quite likely drawn after a picture of a manly model. Yet the unity the stu
dent built into the picture conveys something unique about the time of its 
creation and about the place it portrays.

Graphic artist Markku Tanttu (1995,21), a former student of Beda Närhi,
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tells about his school memories connected to portraying environment: “One 
Autumn, on frosty mornings, Beda made the whole class go out to Män- 
tymäki8 cliffs to draw pine trees. I can still remember how we were to shade 
a trunk or treat the needle masses. I did not think the methods were good, 
and I still do not accept them, but I wonder if they are still bothering me? 
Did Beda’s teaching leave an aversion to drawing trees? I do remember 
going in after hours to finish off my drawings as I was afraid that I was 
falling behind and about to get a good scolding.”

Tanttu goes on: “Now I feel that trees would be interesting, in any case, 
a very important subject. It would be fun to sketch them with a rather soft 
pencil on roughish paper; gnarled limbs and foliage, naked autumn silhou
ettes. How difficult it has been at times to draw just a spruce from memo
ry!”

According to Tanttu, these were the only plants Beda ever had time to 
include in her teaching program; well, might there have been, once in a 
while, a vase of flowers as an aquarelle model for the entire class? “It is 
strange that I haven’t had the courage to draw them on my own, either. 
Maybe now, decades later and with a need clearly having come up, I have 
the courage to attack flowers with my drawing pen.”

Pictures represent reality but are not reality, for a picture inevitably also 
speaks about its creator. A picture about something is, at the same time, 
always a self-portrait of its creator, as well. Thus, the study of pictures9 is 
not generally interested in the object of the picture, but in everything asso
ciated with the picture, in what all it represents, and in everything it has to 
tell us (Koivisto, 1993, 41).

Why and What Kind of History?
Diana Korzenik (1992, 265) sets forth a known truism about writing 

history: a text always speaks as much about the year it was written as it does 
about the period it examines. Korzenik discusses the choices and motives a 
researcher into the history of art education has had up until now. She refers 
to the types of history writing in the field, analyzed by Karen Hamblen: 
historical overviews, accounts about important people in the field, biog
raphies interpreting a certain theme, and metahistories in which the writer 
examines the historical prerequisites of a phenomenon.

Korzenik herself (as a representative of her era!) examines the meaning 
of gender in historical research by analyzing a study she did based on 19th 
century family archives, her own role as a researcher, and the meaning of 
gender and autobiography in it. “If I were a purist, I might consider these 
personal, contemporary effects as contamination.10 I might want to clean
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them up. But instead I have become fascinated by them. We, who take the 
time to put facts, hunches, theories into words, to explain something to 
ourselves, to our colleagues, and to generations to come, have our reasons. 
We shouldn’t be surprised to find our reconstruction of the past reflecting 
back to us our worries, preoccupations, even obsessions. We are part of 
why we do it” (Korzenik, 1992, 265).

Traditionally, research has not presented the autobiographical theme: 
the writer’s feelings, memories, experience. Diana Korzenik tells us that, 
around the time of her parents’ illness and death, she published articles 
about how the writing of history helps one deal with death and the absolute
ness of loss; how it is possible, with family history as a starting point, to see 
more common phenomena that influence our lives. In some sense, all his
torical study grows from personal experience.

I myself, in fact, became interested in historical pictures by students 
when, more than ten years ago, I saw for the very first time pictures by the 
Töölö Secondary School students. They reminded me of the environs and 
people of my childhood. The world picture, the seriousness and concentra
tion while working, the materials, the methods, and the styles of drawing 
represented by the pictures, felt familiar. I recognized the world of my child
hood, a world before television, where pictorial influences came mainly 
from books, periodicals, scrapbooks, a family bible illustrated by Doré, la
bels, advertisements, and posters. My interest was related to my personal 
history, and was, through it, naturally also professional.

My interest in the history of the personal, in its power to convey a more 
general history, has come about at a time when a need has arisen for a 
certain kind of ‘deconstruction,’ for a question about what is missing. That 
means at a time when we have begun to think why history has not recounted 
the lives of women and children, or the everyday life.11

Tacit knowledge?

With the media biography that, for several years now, I have given my 
students to do as an exercise, I have tried to emphasize the importance of 
personal “quiet information.” What kind of knowledge is remembering? 
What is remembering, and is remembering knowing?

In their albums, or in their videos and in the CD-ROM12 in progress, the 
students have assembled pictures and documents from their family albums, 
from picture files they have collected, from collections of objects, and from 
writings in their diaries. They have linked their own histories to the more 
general. The media biographies have shown the members of the group how 
different the subcultures might have been that their fellow students grew up
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in, how some have found refuge in a fairyland influenced by the media but 
still of their own making. On the other hand, they have also shown some
thing common to all, certain world events, facts that no one has been able to 
ignore.

Building up knowledge about one’s own history, and historical knowl
edge on a wider scale, is a practical task that is carried out in its presenta
tional form. History helps people live their lives with a meaningful under
standing of time. In the temporal change of the human life, inner orienta
tion is called historical identity. With the help of the idea of temporal 
change, history creates the human self so that an individual remains himself 
when the circumstances of his life change (see Riisen, 1992, 272).

History o f  Everyday Life

Research into the history of everyday life and into mentality, as well as 
micro history, has been of interest for a long time now. In the 1970’s, social 
historians wanted to shift the emphasis in research from economic history 
to studying life styles. In the 1980’s, many countries established workshops 
where people themselves could write their own histories. The most signifi
cant contribution of the history of everyday life has been in analyzing the 
world of human experience. We have examined our own place in the sur
rounding world (Ollila, 1993, 50).

Studying the history of art education as the history of everyday life, as 
part of the everyday routine of school culture, experienced and interpreted 
by individual students and teachers, is interesting and important because no 
human lives in a vacuum but in a certain community and society whose 
values, rules and norms he has learned and partially internalized. The ways 
of thinking a person has adopted are never solely his personal interpreta
tions of the surrounding world but also, at the same time, speak about the 
customs and norms of the community and the society. Similarly, the pic
tures drawn by the school children tell us how we, at various times, have 
seen and have been taught to see the human being, the environment, and the 
culture created by man in its different forms.

Methods

The art education history project has attempted to map out and under
stand the past with the help of various interviews, discussions, and reminis
cences. “Reminiscing is a social activity, through which we create common 
interpretations of the past, and at the same time, build our own identities. 
The social nature of memory is recognized in collective remembering. In
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the background of the act of remembering, there is the idea that the subjec
tively meaningful events that are remembered, and the way they are later 
construed, are an important part in the building of the self. The events that 
are remembered very likely hold a conflict, or they seem strange in some 
other way .... In reminiscing, the focus is on conflict, on interruptions in
stead of continuity. In each recollection, the researcher searches for gaps, 
contradictions, clichés, cultural truisms” (Tolkki-Nikkonen, 1994, 116— 
117).

Emotions arise when one experiences something personal. There is 
something familiar in it, something that impacts the self. When reading a 
literary work describing a historical event, or when looking at a picture, the 
impact comes from personal perception and understanding. Many present- 
day historians have discussed the question of impact and emotions. Riisen 
(1992, 271) points out that historians are always dealing primarily with the 
present and the future, and not with the past, even though scholars maintain 
otherwise. He claims that the logical structure of historical thought is es
sentially determined by questions that are about the current life orientation. 
According to him, historical research as an academic discipline is based on 
everyday life. It does not derive its impulses, challenges, and main ques
tions from within itself but from its surroundings, from everyday life. It is a 
question of remembering the past in order to understand the present. Histo
ry is an amalgam of the past and the present, a synthesis that, at the same 
time, includes a viewpoint of the future.

Natalie Zemon Davis (1996, 9) states that present-day social history is, 
at the very least, social and cultural history. Whereas traditional social his
tory had close ties especially to sociology and to economics, new social 
history embraces anthropology and literary history. “Perhaps the next crea
tive step will be as likely taken in literary expression as in analysis. Perhaps 
we will find methods of presentation or forms of narrative that will enable 
us to describe, right to the point, the interaction and tension between small 
and large, between society and culture. If this will be the case, the stories 
will not necessarily always have a happy ending, but reading them will 
surely be more rewarding than ever” (Zemon Davis, 1996, 17).

What kind of elegies, romantic protests against the slavery of education, 
tales of conversion, stories of quiet change, tragedies, and comedies could 
be construed or deconstructed from the wellsprings of art education (cf. 
Hoikkala, 1995, 177). In the postmodern theory of history, interest in the 
poetics and rhetoric of historiography has become heightened (Riisen, 1992, 
272). What sort of new questions could researchers present to the sources 
of art educational history, to pictures drawn by students, to documents left 
behind from teaching and schoolwork? The signs are many, but they only
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tell us something new, important even to the future, when we know how to 
ask.

Notes
1. The earliest collections in the school art archives of the Department of Art Edu
cation at the University of Art and Design come from the Töölö secondary school. 
See also Tanttu, 1995.
2. The school art archives of art education now hold some 30,000 student works 
done in visual arts/drawing classes in Finnish schools for nearly a hundred years.
3. During the 1970’s, Finland changed over to a comprehensive school system. 
Earlier, general education was divided into the elementary school, with an oppor
tunity to continue to a vocational school, and into the secondary school that could 
lead to higher education and to the university.
4. Beda Närhi was a teacher with a strong personality, whom her students remem
ber as severe and demanding and whose authority no one dared to question in any 
way. Närhi was always addressed using the title “Artist” Närhi. She organized 
various cultural events for the school, directed plays, recited poems, and held morn
ing prayers that were religious and had patriotic overtones. As a shareholder in a 
private secondary school, among other things, she was influential in the school. 
(Interview materials by Ulpu Lahtinen, UIAH, 1996. Also A History o f  the Töölö 
Secondary School.)
5. Ulpu Lahtinen (1996) interviewed 15 former students and colleagues of Beda 
Närhi, as well as her relatives. The materials are in the historical archives of the 
Department of Art Education. The recollections and interviews are from these ma
terials.
6. “In her educational work, the demanding teacher was not content to stick merely 
to teaching visual arts. Beda held firm religious views and she expressed them 
often, always in strong terms. Speaking proper Finnish was also important to her; 
1 often think of one of her teachings: one must not say vene\ it is venheV  (Venhe is 
an archaic but literary word for ‘boat’.), Tanttu, 1995, 9.
7. From my own student years in the beginning of the 1970’s, I remember an 
exercise where we were to draw the cathedral from memory. Our pictures truly 
showed many different kinds of cathedrals, with even the number of towers vary
ing considerably. There was, however, a clock in most pictures, and that was most 
likely because we had always glanced at it to see what time it was while passing it. 
See also Nickerson & Adams, 1982, about the difficulty of doing an exercise where 
one is asked to draw a picture of the penny coin from memory (165, 171).
8. A park near a school in the central city area.
9. Here the study of pictures refers mainly to cultural analysis of pictures, the study 
of a picture of the world and of ideas. For example: “The picture of the world is 
made of mental representations; in people’s minds, the world is presented through 
verbal and visual symbols,” Annika Takala (quoted in Koivisto, 1993, 40).
10. Korzenik’s own career as a researcher began at the time of an earlier paradigm 
of historiography.
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11. See, for example, Ginzburg, Carlo, 1976, The Cheese and the Worms (in Eng
lish); Levi, Giovanni (in Finnish 1992); Ladurie, Le Roy, Aineeton perintö (The
Intangible Inheritance), (in Finnish 1984), Ranskalainen kylä (A French Village);
Foucault; Rahikainen 1996; Roos, 1987, Suomalainen elämä (The Finnish Life),
Hoikkala, 1995; Haavio-Mannila, et al., 1995.
12. The CD-ROM Kuvitella vuosisata (Picturing a Century), being made at the
Department of Art Education, was demonstrated at the exhibit Kuvitella vuosisata
(Picturing a Century) at the Amos Anderson Art Museum in the fall of 1996.
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Remembered Drawings—The Artist’s 
Childhood Images in their Context

The purpose of my research is to examine the childhood of an artist via 
recollections of drawings and visual experiences from the artist's child
hood environment. In addition, I have examined the origin and develop
ment of her/his visual ideas and themes. The subjects of my research are 
three Finnish artists (one woman, two men). The visual childhood experi
ences are reflected by pictures, drawings, family photographs, artefacts and 
other visual experiences of place and space. In this paper, I will analyse 
some of their drawings and the experiences they remember having upon 
drawing these pictures.

Remembering
The method of my research is remembering. In the act of remembering 

people create stories of their life. As Tuchman points out, however, a histo
ry is more than the passage of events whose sequence may be memorized. 
The past has continuing relevance for the present (Tuchman 1994, 313). 
The experiences that continue to be meaningful tend to evoke stronger feel
ings when recalled than those that are not (Robinson 1996, 205).

A new basis to the research of children’s drawings is being looked for, as 
indicated by the topics included in this publication. The method of remem
bering can be used in researching both the personal and cultural signifi
cance of childhood drawings. Remembering is not considered as a strictly 
individual act. As Schachtel (1982, 195) suggests, memory recalls largely 
schemata of experience rather than the experience. The schemata depend 
on the concepts of our culture.

Drawings
I see drawings as a childhood activity with interpersonal and social 

meanings, but I also consider them as a part of the material culture pro
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duced by children in a special cultural environment. In the research of draw
ings and drawing acts, the context has to be examined as well as the per
son’s memories of feelings. According to Holder (1994, 401), the reader of 
material culture must recognize that only some aspects of material culture 
meanings are linguistic. Material culture knowledge is often highly chunked 
and contextualised.

In my interviews of artists (1996), the drawings are special types of doc
uments. Only a few documents of the 1940’s and the time of World War II 
have been preserved. Above all the knowledge and the interest in child 
development made parents pay attention to drawings as well. Usually it is 
the middle class mother who takes care of the children’s drawings. She is 
also the one who decides which drawings are to be saved. Sometimes even 
the child himself put some important drawings in his box. What then, do we 
find in the safe? Most of these drawings are school drawings, telling more 
about the ideas of the teacher than of the child, as well as the drawings 
considered successful ones by adults. But there also are some private ones, 
the ones that children painted alone at home and for their own purposes. 
Sometimes no drawings have been preserved, only strong memories to be 
listened to.

Social Context of the Drawing Act outside the Home

Artist 1, picture 1

Picture 1 is a drawing made by a 5 
year-old boy. He is now 37 years of 
age, a well-known Finnish graphic art
ist. He made this drawing in Paris, in 
primary school. Both of his parents 
were artists and were working in Paris 
for two winters in the middle of the 
I960’s. None of them spoke French 
when they came to France. About four 
years later the father died in Finland.
This particular drawing was a starting 
point for our discussion of childhood 
drawings. Before this we had a long 
conversation about other childhood

P icture 1.
B oy 5 y.
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memories, for example about the memories based on family photographs. 
We were at his home in Helsinki and it was the very first time we met.

This drawing recalled his following feelings:

“Right. I kind of remember that it was like this. We had had a 
pretty thorough discussion on plants and then, in the weekend, we 
went hiking in the Fontainebleau forest some 70 kilometres from Par
is with our parents. The hike affected this drawing pretty much. There 
were a lot of trees, and between the trees, eh, the Frenchman, they 
really have this habit of hiking between the trees. There is a trace of 
autumn in the drawing but I wouldn’t know if it really was autumn.

I can’t remember anything else but, eh, I do remember that it was a 
great experience to be allowed to make this drawing because the big 
size of it. Though we made pictures at home, it was not that the paper 
was always big, no. Another thing, this is toned paper. This is a thing 
that I still use. I don’t claim it’s as simple as that, the habit growing 
straight from there, but, anyhow, it shows the French tradition of us
ing, you know, toned paper, because it adds scale to this, guides the 
scale.

I think the feedback was good. I feel that it was difficult to be the 
foreigner in the class, so it was then that I somehow got positive feed
back, you know, from the teacher and also some kind of appreciation 
from the other children. That was important. It was as if, you know, it 
was as if the drawing had been, I mean, the drawing had functioned as 
a way of getting the feeling of being accepted, which could be, you 
know, a particular reason for the grown-up artist, too, the reason for 
his making art.”

We encounter an adult who recalls being a child in Paris. A lonely boy 
waiting to be accepted. This child, according to the grown-up artist, had a 
vivid visual experience in the forest where he went with his parents. Or 
were there other children, too, and the teacher? He does not remember if it 
was autumn or not, but he is able to remember that there was a clear con
nection between the hike in the forest and the drawing lesson in school. 
One part of his recollection is unclear. It is difficult to say who are those 
“we” he is talking about. Since I do not get the point, I stop and start to 
analyse more carefully. As an artist he thinks that the observation of nature 
and the act of drawing must have a connection. And that is what he does 
remember. It is he who gives meanings for the past experience. Recalling 
the past is an active process and it is triggered by some associations in the
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present. Each individual’s perceptions of past experiences are filtered 
through a contemporary lens (Barman 1994, 56).

My preliminary suggestions for the analysis are: For artist 1, the art is 
one way of getting accepted; it is a social act. This is something he admits 
and this is what he pointed out when telling about the classroom experi
ence. The context has changed from the audience of French children and 
teacher into the art world of today. He has a tendency to see a connection 
between the art making process and the drawing process of a child. For 
example, he emphasizes the importance of tools and materials. He can re
call the process because the very same act is a part of his everyday life.

Artist 2

A 60 year-old male painter and performance artist of rural origin recalls 
his drawing activities. He does not have any early childhood drawings to 
present.

“Well, we used to draw a lot, then. It was mostly, well a social 
event. There were the neighbourhood children as well, and we all sat 
at the same table, you know, and kept drawing. And what we had in 
mind was to draw seriously, you know, real things, you see. There 
used to be children of my age, about five or six and some were a little 
older and some again just of my age. And we could keep drawing 
quite a while, too.

I do remember my once being next door. There, who were they 
again, yes Antti and Aila. They were children of the family. And I 
drew a portrait of their mother then, as she stood there, at the oven, 
baking. And I got so exited, as the picture really looked like her. I 
showed the drawing to her and, well, what did she do, she kept look
ing at the picture for a while and then blurted out: Is that supposed to 
be me? What ugly pictures you draw! Don’t you ever show me that 
nonsense, ... I remember so well. I was so hurt that I didn’t have the 
courage to show my drawings to anyone for a long, long time.”

A memory of one art lesson in the school:

“There was this, well, suprise, suprise, this old unmarried female 
teacher, you know, who had a reputation of being very ill-tempered, a 
kind of woman always wearing black, you know, and allowing no 
disturbances.

Well, once we were told to paint bottles with watercolours, to make
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them reflect and have the lights right, you know, and I was concen
trating hard and, in my opinion, I succeeded quite well. But then, just 
as the school bell was ringing, she added that: and furthermore, in 
order not to leave the bottle swinging in the air, you all paint a line 
under it, a very thin back line, ever so thin, so that the bottle stands 
there steadily. So, eh, I was in such a hurry that my brush slipped a 
little and the line turned out thick somewhere in the middle of the foot 
on which the bottle stood, you know. Well, the only thing to do was 
the brush and try to wash the thick line out. But it got wider and wider 
as watercolours do, and in the end the stain was bigger than ever, 
although a bit lighter. So I thought that all it needs is to make the line 
wider altogether, so the stain hides in it. But as I was in an even great
er hurry, a sad thing happened and my brush slipped on another place 
and ... and having painted for a while, I finally realized that I was 
never to get a thin, neat line of it, you know, never, so I suddenly got 
a brilliant idea, at least I thought it was brilliant, and 1 decided to 
make a boat out of the line, all it would need was a few strokes of 
brush. There it was, the bottle standing in a small boat, and, well, then 
the wretched teacher got there to see my doings, and she got all mad 
and tore the painting to pieces and threw it in the waste-basket, add
ing: So this is how some people make fun of serious subjects,... I, eh, 
after that I didn’t dare to draw anything at all for a long, long time.”

An avant-garde artist, after years in the margins of the Finnish art world, 
has a tendency to remember situations with a negative response or conflicts 
with authorities. At the same time, he likes to shake up the spectators. Here 
the unexpected response could also be seen as a reward for a very realistic 
picture or for his unique creativity. For the artist the act of making art, the 
performance, is markedly social, as it is in this childhood memory. He is 
also an excellent storyteller, who likes to amuse his listeners. In contrast to 
artist 1, he constructs a memory to a coherent story with a dramatic end.

Both artists were enabled to join a child group by the drawing act. While 
drawing, they attached themselves to others as well as exposed themselves 
to criticism. The drawing was affected by other children’s presence but also 
by their own perceptions. Adults stood for authority, who either accepted or 
rejected the performance. The significance of the feedback was, however, 
defined by their relationship to the authority. An American artist and art 
teacher, C. Brooks (1980, 7) says of art making conditions in her study: 
“The world of my childhood art experiences is constituted in a dialogue 
between my own artistic intentions and the intentions of society in general, 
and of school art education in particular.”
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Home Drawing of a Child versus Adult Art

P icture  2. B oy 10  y.

Artist 1, picture 2

“But here I felt having succeeded, you see this must be about the 
first picture that I myself was also proud of. You can see my mother’s 
parents here and Annikki, the youngest sister of my mother. This hap
pened once when my parents were abroad, and my grandparents took 
care of me. So, I, for some unknown reason ..., I didn’t know the 
meaning of it, but I then have, for the first time, understood that you 
can draw a picture using a model. I do remember that we were sitting 
at the kitchen table. Grandpa was the first model, Grandma was cook
ing. When she finished, she came there and sat down for a while, so I 
made one of her too, and then, I guess, later on, Annikki came to visit, 
and I drew once more. There is certain difference between drawing 
out of your own head and using a model. This is, you know, the very 
first time that I have realized that I can draw using a model, I just 
hadn’t, you know, thought you can do so.

Sorry to say this, but I remember Grandpa always having some 
hair growing out of his nose, I recall, and then he had enormously 
thick eyebrows. And some time later, when I visited them in Kemi, I 
got all terrified when Granny cut those, cut the hair out of Grandpa’s 
nose, using small scissors, you know those small ones. Sorry, I 
stepped out of the subject.’’
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Artist 1, pictures 3 and 4

“These belong, it is about from the same time. This is my mother, 
and this is my aunt Arja, who is in Italy. She’s a journalist. Mother 
giving these to me, wondered if it was worth while taking them to me 
at all, because they made her feel so depressed even now. She said 
that my father ... has, you know, guided me terribly, and blamed me 
if I have not succeeded somehow, so he has shouted at me.

Or perhaps it was like that, at first I have tried to make this painting 
seriously and then I have started with this as well, and some problems 
have arisen, perhaps with the face or something like that, so he has 
started blaming me and my mother was feeling hurt on my behalf, 
meaning that what’s the point of using pressure. Well, this is like 
telling things by using a third party, or something like that, telling a 
story like I'm  doing now, as I myself feel quite good about these paint
ings. I don’t remember the event, and these paintings are not in any 
way ... they don’t arouse any negative feelings in me. This is also, 
this black and white, this has also terribly much the ... the cloth could 
even be designed by my mother, I mean the cloth she’s wearing, and 
the world of colours stems directly from my experience with my aunt, 
she had a lot of green and yellow, which were, you know, her colours. 
And I'm  sure she would admit it probably even now. Though she has 
moved to the other place and so on. W hat’s essential there? Here you 
can see the graphic image, the black and white, it is as significant as 
the combination of colours, one has said an awful lot about the person 
there, you know, my view of her is there.”

These drawings were made at home. They are private activities of a child. 
They were drawn in a special context. There were the grandparents, some
how absent-minded and gentle, the parents who were professional artists 
and the two aunts. There are several voices to be heard and the story has 
many levels. Again the adult artist gives the interpretations. There is his 
aunt whose comments come all the way from Italy. There is the voice of his 
worried mother. Mother is taking the responsibility for her son’s feelings 
and even for me and my research. But above all there is an adult artist who 
tries ever so hard to keep to our point, the context of art. He is even feeling 
guilty for straying away from the subject. And finally there is the little boy, 
staring at his Grandpa’s nose. With his grandparents he felt free. He even 
made his first drawings by observing nature. There he again links his recol
lection to his present doings, the process of making art. As a graphic artist 
he speaks of black and white lines and colour expressions. When the parents
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P icture 3. 
B oy 10 y.

P icture 4. 
Boy 10 y.

I
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are present in the memories, conflicts arise. The cultural context of the par
ents was the art world and the son even at the age of eight was part of it.

I have to point out that there were other drawings too. It was the mother 
who had kept and collected them. By doing so she gave the first meanings 
to them. As the artist was remembering, there were some drawings at the 
table which didn’t revive any memories at all. There is also the sound of 
silence to be listened to as well.

Artist 2

The father of this artist was a teacher and the family had their home in 
the school building.

“I recall a certain, a kind of orange period. It was very early. Been 
sitting by the stone foundation of the school building ... and I have 
this feeling it must have been some stone...but it could have been a 
piece of crayon as well, with which I drew a line on the stone foot of 
the building, it was all gray gneiss. And the line turned all orange. It 
was such a dazzling experience, you know, just to draw and leave a 
line behind on the stone. It was something, how to say, very primi
tive, something totally basic ... eh ... and well, I remember repeating 
it for some time and drawing a line and finding shapes in an almost 
exalted spirit, because I have stored it up in my memory for the rest of 
my life.”

He recalls a very basic experience of small children. Salminen (1994, 
34) stresses that pre-school children see subject, tool, and result as a whole. 
In addition to the aesthetic satisfaction, making a picture gives its creator 
kinetic satisfaction (ibid., 43). The artist's experience of drawing the or
ange line as a little child is identical to the experience of his adult art mak
ing process. Discussing with me at another time, he emphasized how the 
making of a painting always is as exciting and sensitive a process as when 
he was a child. In his paintings there are very rough orange lines, often in a 
central position.

Conclusions
School drawings and home drawings mean different things for the art

ists. They are comparing the school community to the art world. To get 
feedback is to be part of society. But the school drawings themselves are 
rather unimportant. On the contrary, the private home drawings are valued
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more highly because the processes of making art as an adult and drawing as 
a child are very much alike.

Recalling the past is a social act and one’s experiences are often very 
similar to other people’s experiences, especially in the same cultural con
text (Sutcherland 1992, 242). There might be a special way for artists or 
tradition to create stories of their childhood. They might have a tendency to 
make a coherent story that would explain their creative work. In this con
text the childhood drawings could be seen as part of the remembering. By 
bringing up many important memories the drawings can explain the present 
artistic choices. Memories are both a fountain of recreation and a place for 
rest. Very often though, memories carry the same conflicts as working in 
the art world. According to Barman (1994, 63), in order to understand the 
childhood of a single person, we must understand both the culture as expe
rienced by a child and the culture existing at the time of remembering.
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The Little Mermaid— 
Can a Researcher in her Fifties Be a Child? 
... And Look at the Child Inside Herself?

We have quite a rich tradition in Finland in the research on children’s 
drawings. For instance, professor Antero Salminen, from the University of 
Art and Design, Helsinki, has many writings on this issue, such as C hild
re n s ’ p ictures, strokes o f  the hand  (1981), The child— the picture-— the in 
terpretation  (1982), The visual arts o f  ch ildhood  ( 1985), E ducation a n d  the  
artistic  developm ent o f  the ch ild  (1987), and The p ic tu res o f  early  ch ild 
hood  (1994). Unfortunately, these articles are available only in Finnish. In 
the 1970s and early eighties, we also had rather many exam papers on this 
issue in the Department of Art Education. The Finnish writers in this report 
are representatives of this area.

I want to emphasize the importance of this tradition. At the same time, 
however, one reason for my own ‘fairy tale,’ my paper, is to pose the ques
tion: Who is the child? Consequently I have a critical attitude towards the 
psychological comparative, analytical, diagnostic, etc. ways of looking at 
children’s art only from the adult researcher’s outside viewpoint, as if it 
were some kind of self-evident truth to be defined by her. Marjatta Saar- 
nivaara has, in her paper, a critical discussion about this. I, too, look from 
the perspective of an adult, but one who looks at the images, pictures of her 
own inner child. I want to arouse reflection about the possibilities of this 
methodological approach as one tool for researching children’s worlds.

I hope that the writings of Marjatta Saarnivaara, Pirkko Pohjakallio, Päivi 
Granö and me will inspire counter-critique among those who have the pro
fessional perspective of an adult looking at children’s pictures. Some of 
Marjatta Saarnivaara’s writings and our shared dialogues have encouraged 
me to change my basic traditional scientific beliefs about knowledge and 
about my relationship to the world. I feel that the new paradigm is much 
closer to my own  body, soul and heart than the one that comes from my
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1970s scientific education. Also, some feminist researchers (like Ruth 
Linden) and two men— Peter Reason and Peter Hawkins (1988) in their 
article about story telling as a research method— have guided me to a new 
forest, a ‘wonderland’ which I didn’t know before. Or surely I knew it, but I 
didn’t believe in it.

This paper will consist of five parts: (1) a short background looking at 
pictures of the child in some ‘deviant’ way, (2) some questions concerning 
this way of looking at them, (3) a fragment of the life story of my inner 
child, (4) some examples of stories I received from participants in the Vil
nius seminar in response to my story, and (5) finally a very short theoretical 
discussion about all of this.

A Researcher Starts To Hear Her Own Voice 
As a Little Girl

The presentations by Brent Wilson and Karin Aronsson, in particular, at 
the Nordic research meeting in Denmark in the summer of 1996, brought to 
the surface the interests and needs of multicultural research in the context 
of art education and children’s visual/artistic experience and expression. 
After that symposium, I decided to start negotiations on a research project 
in a field that was still widely unexplored in Finnish art education: ethnic 
multiculturalism. I also decided to do it in a new and fresh way compared to 
the research I had done earlier.

I still asked, however: Why just m el Why was I so interested just in 
ethnic multicultural issues in art and art education? When I listened to my 
inner voice, I could find behind my duties as a leader of the research unit of 
the Department of Art Education a very personal, also vulnerable, reason 
for multicultural questions. I am the daughter of an Ingrian mother. When 
she was 13 or 15 years1 old (Figure 1), she escaped as a barefoot young girl 
with her sister from their family in Ingria (Ingermanland, an earlier autono
mous country between Russia and Finland, around St. Petersburg). That 
was in 1929.

The roots of my own life remained a secret until the year 1991. Until then 
we lived in total ignorance of the fate of the relatives from my mother’s 
family. Now, after my mother’s death, my two cousins and I have found in 
Krivets, Russia, 400 km east of St. Petersburg, our ‘family’ (Figure 2), more 
relatives than we have in Finland. We have listened to very tragic stories 
about the family from our ‘new’ relatives, stories that have challenged my 
whole identity that I had constructed out of the stories and memories of my 
mother.

At the center of my multicultural interests, which were changing my sci
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entific beliefs and personal fate, I decided to try a new kind of intertwining 
of these different elements. I am seeking justification for the subjectivity of 
the researcher as a unique kind of person having life stories, memories, and 
identity. Somehow I am also recreating these experiences during the new 
life process. Surely, I am also repeating some basic beliefs about myself and 
my relationship to the world. The following part of the paper will be a short 
description of one fragment from the life experience I have had up until 
January of 1997. This story is not told only for its own sake. On the contra
ry, by telling it, I have in mind some questions for the reader in the context 
of educational research.

Figure 2
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Looking At and Researching 
the Inner Child of the Researcher

Thus, before going deeper into the story, I will put some questions up for 
discussion about this way of being a researcher and looking at research. I 
do not have answers to these questions in any deeper sense. Rather, I hope 
that they will motivate readers to take a position on them in the research 
field of art education and child development.

1 Who is the child? Is the legal physical age a sufficient basis for the def
inition? Who is the person to define the child? Whose eyes look at the 
child constructing the world, trying to understand it? What about the 
ways in which the child processes construction and understanding?

2 What is the meaning that the definer gives to the picture story of the 
child (whoever the child is)?

3 Is or can there be anybody else but the child herself that really listens to 
the voice of the child? Does she even have a voice in the dominant cul
ture of adults? Or is the voice actually more the voice of the mother, the 
father, the teacher, the researcher, etc.?

4 How do we interpret and give meaning to the images, pictures, experi
ences of the child? Is it based on her own story as a ‘real truth’ in itself or 
through some explanation by culture, by some theory of development, 
etc.?

5 Can we accept that throughout her lifetime, the voice of a human being 
gets different kinds of metaphors, meanings, explanations, interpreta
tions, in the context of the present. Could this mean that in one sense, 
during a person’s lifetime, that the person will remain a child in the adult 
person’s memories, as regards basic beliefs concerning herself and the 
world?

6 Does story telling as used in this article have anything to do with serious 
research work of the children’s world? Can this kind of story telling be 
held as any sign of truth or facts about a child or a human being in gen
eral, or is it only fiction?

A Fragment of My Life Story

This is a story about how the little girl—me, internalized in me— com
bined pieces from her mother’s emotional states, memories, and stories with 
her own fears, loneliness, longings, interpretations, understandings, fairy 
tales, etc. This story telling is one of my ways of listening without question
ing the truth of the child. Even though I am aware of its narrative character, 
I look at it as a reality in itself.
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Sister and Her Brother

In Figure 3 ,1 am about five years old. My mother is sitting in a rocking 
chair. She is crying. She thinks she is dying and will quite soon meet her 
beloved dead brother and father. She wants to get to them. However, at the 
end of this mental trip she says: “Father came and said, that it is not yet my 
turn to go there.” “Wait peacefully,” he said, “be sure that I’ll come to fetch 
you, when it is your time.”

This experience has been a part of the image I have had about life as long 
as I can remember: death is always there. And, the nearest persons, those 
you love most, have left you to live alone. Your dearests are always on the
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other side, and you are longing for them. The little child—me—understood 
this mainly from her mother’s life, not by living or experiencing it herself. 
At the age of five.

I have experienced vividly an endless number of stories of longing about 
the dearest brother, Johannes (Figure 4). About his goodness. About he who 
drowned two weeks before my mother and her sister escaped to Finland to 
seek this beloved brother, in order to live with him. The brother who prom
ised to come back to Ingria and take them with him. He never came. Mother 
told me that her brother had drowned in lake Ääninen. At least I constructed 
her story this way. My mother told me that every time she heard the song of 
the waves of Ääninen, she ran crying from the room. She could never hear 
that song without inconsolable sadness about the loss of the greatest love 
who always was there— so I felt— between my mother and father.

The Total Loneliness

There was nobody in the life of the little girl, experiencing her mother’s 
fate, who had helped her to separate her mother’s life from her own. I didn’t 
understand the whole content of this life story until January 1997, when 
information that my cousin discovered upset me. After this experience, I 
realized how I had really combined ‘facts and fictions’: stories told by my 
mother, my own experiences as an only child, often alone, and absorbed by 
fairy tales I first looked at and then later read in books.

In January my cousin searched in the Finnish National Archives for some 
new information about our dead relatives, and she got to know things that 
we had not discovered before. Firstly, our mothers got a third birthday date! 
But much more fundamental for me was this: the good brother—my un
cle— had not drowned in Ääninen but in Uuras, in the Gulf of Finland. If he 
had drowned at all. Nobody can be sure. Perhaps he was murdered. A sui
cide is another possible explanation for his death, as it has been for many 
men in our Ingrian family during those years of Stalin! Perhaps he was not 
so good as my mother had believed or told. There is some evidence that he 
didn’t even intend to go back home and take his sisters back to Finland with 
him. It is even possible that he was a spy— but for which side? Supposedly 
he also was a smuggler. Among other things?!

I was really shocked. At this age, in this year! Why, in the hell, I asked 
myself. She— my cousin—was lying. My mother had told something else, 
a much more beautiful story. I had even had a most beautiful dream the 
night following my mother’s death six years ago: on her stomach lay two 
little children, so beautiful, so fresh! One little girl, one little boy. The sister 
and the brother! Now the holy relationship was somehow ruined!
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The Little Mermaid on the Waves o f Ääninen

Suddenly, I could clearly see the little girl: how I had connected my moth
er’s narrative about the good, the dearest, handsome brother both with the 
song of Ääninen and the picture of the H.C. Andersen’s fairy tale The little 
mermaidl2

“She found him! He was too tired to swim any farther; he had no more 
strength in his arms and legs to fight the storm-whipped waves. He closed 
his eyes, waiting for death, and he would have drowned, had the little 
mermaid not saved him. She held his head above water and let the waves 
carry them where they would.’’1

'‘The waves o f Ääninen

The waves are sweeping
the wide lake called Ääninen.

They are swaying, they are telling 
about the new dawn 
of the countries of Viena and Aunus.

They listened to the sweet playing
which was caused by the tumults of the battle.

Now the force full of firmness 
is keeping guard over its shores.
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So peacefully Ääninen lulls its waves
blows to the shore of the island, of the Fairyland.
‘My beloved, I am thinking back to you from here far away,
one day coming to take you with me to the boat of our happiness.’

The waves are sweeping
the wide lake called Ääninen.

They are swaying, they are telling
Oh, the Karelian tribe,

it is already time for you to get a new zither.

The waves rolled on from one victory to another.
They swept over with a big gale
till the untouched, delightful country fell there to the other side.”4

Here I had the delegation of my mother’s memories and longings con
structed by my mind as a little girl. Oh, I still can feel the pain when I look 
at the picture of the little mermaid and the handsome prince. I stared at the 
picture, the deep blue in it. Hours and hours. I also tried to catch the mes
merizing blue into my own pictures. Year after year. Some years ago I even 
went to see the Disney movie about the little mermaid! I was already fifty 
years old then. I was both glad and sad about the happy ending of this Dis
ney story: there the little mermaid got her prince and through this the im
mortal soul of a human being. I was sad because this was not the big story. 
Glad because of the feeling of change and hope.

I really constructed a love story about my mother and her brother, which 
has very clearly also been the model for my love affairs. For me the most 
sensitive and erotic relationship to any man has always been the sister- 
brother relationship: Isis and Osiris— some kind of an archetype in the Jung- 
ian sense. As if other types of love relationships would not be possible or 
interesting. Longing for the brother has unravelled even my marriage. I 
have always been seeking another man: the handsome, good brother.

My task has also been to save these brothers, to make them blossom in 
some way. I had even an article in the Journal of Helsinki University about 
love. It was about the little mermaid who became one of the daughters of 
the air because she loved the prince so much that she could not kill him with 
the knife she had got from her mermaid sisters. In the article, I used a Gnos
tic interpretation about this kind of love.

An Invitation to Join the Experience of My Inner Child

In addition to looking at the child from the perspective of a researcher’s 
own internalized me, I also wanted to use, as a source of knowledge, stories
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told by the participants of the Vilnius symposium in response to the above 
story, which I told them during my presentation. I was inspired to use this 
method by the story telling idea of Reason and Hawkins (1988). I under
stand it as a medium to estrange and objectify the subjective, deepest inner 
experience of the researcher. Of course, this is also an important way to 
share and make a told story more personal to the listeners. I asked the par
ticipants to produce shortly—in ten minutes— their own stories, reactions 
or interpretations to my story:

“Now I— or the little girl I have told about— invite you, dearest 
participants of this symposium, to come and tell your story to my 
story in a written form, as a picture, a poem, a fairy tale, or as an 
explanation ... whatever comes in your mind after listening to this 
story.”

Here I only have the possibility to give examples of the stories told by 
the participants. I will later add the rest of them to this article and make a 
little book for the participants of the symposium, to be sent to them as a 
little memory about the shared experience.

“Maybe I was eight, maybe ten years old, when I had for the first 
time a strange dream. A dream which was interlaced with different 
kinds of events. During those days they had a deep meaning for me. 
The day before that dream I had built a hut from stones, sand and 
branches for the most wonderful little girl or young woman I knew 
during those times: Snow White. Snow White in the figure Walt Dis
ney had given to her. I had three younger brothers and I longed for a 
sister. I dreamed of Snow White as my sister during days, during 
nights. And then suddenly one night.

Some memories run away today, but I remember well the very 
strong erotic atmosphere (did I know it then already?). In the dream I 
had an intimate love connection with Snow White. I felt we were like 
a sister and brother. Suddenly, for some reason I don’t remember any 
more, she disappeared. I know that I embraced her, kissed her very 
tenderly, very physically, straight on the lips. I hugged her before she 
escaped. However, something from her remained in me (did I take it 
from her?)—a sweet and beautiful white tooth, which I could feel soft 
in my mouth. A taste that still remains in my mouth.

Could this be the reason that I am so charmed by the beautiful teeth 
of women? Is this the reason I married my wife? Did I take her as my 
wife because of her very beautiful white teeth? Is this the reason for
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my belief that the sweetest love is like the relationship of sister and 
brother? Is this the reason that I love fairy tales?”

“For me you are telling the story of my mother’s generation. 
‘Women in their fifties.’
You feel you have lost so much.
Many women of your age feel the same, and I admire 
the work you do to overcome this feeling.
As a daughter anyway, I can’t help but
see all the strategic effort you use
to get the feeling that you have the right to be here.
That what you do is OK.

As a daughter I have spent my own childhood
observing my mother’s use of this kind of strategies,
and I have tried to help her to fill up her feeling of emptiness,
which was and is enormous.
She has often been 5 years old and for me 
your images and songs could be hers.
Helpless!

So, I don’t like so much to be confronted 
with the strategies again.
—Thank you anyway!”

“To go through the woods of 
pain
has been the greatest joy 
of my life
there is nothing to explain
it happened to be
the existence of my inner wife.

Two questions from me to you:

What is to you the opposite 
of Tngen-mands-land’?

And when you know your 
answer to this question:

Don’t ask for answers 
—be aware of the energy 
from the violet colour— 
it is still there!

Does it exist within me and 
around me?

And then: I think the flower 
which is around you 
will be within you!!!”
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What Might Be the Message 
of This Way of Understanding the Child?

My inner child would like to comment with a few words about those 
stories written down above. First, I have a very strong feeling that I am not 
alone any more. When I was able to appreciate my own life story and had 
the courage to tell it to other persons, I really became a part of a bigger 
‘universe.’ ‘The child’ could be freed from the hazy secret. I believe that 
the autobiography and joint story telling as a method can influence, in a 
very powerful, but tender way, the inner child and her development. 
Through rejoicing even over the pain of the inner child, we can accept feel
ings, facts and fictions as parts of our personalities. This acceptance can be 
a source of creativity.

In the first story I feel a very strong connection with the storyteller be
cause— so I believe— his feeling about the love of a sister and brother has 
been the essence of my life, too. The other story reminds me of my feelings 
towards the endless strategies of my mother. And for sure, the daughter 
could also be my Catherine (my own daughter) listening and looking at me 
during those times when I could not yet handle the feelings and actions I 
told about. The last one is for me an insight giving consolation by a good 
friend, who understands the deepest meaning of the pain through his own 
life, and who connects us together with the colour violet. The spirit, ever
lasting life, and love.

The French Testament (Le Testament Francais), written by Andrei Mak- 
ine, has been a great help in understanding and writing down what has hap
pened in the fragment or the whole life story behind that fragment. Knowl
edge and memories concerning the past are told and interpreted by some
body; even historical documents are believed to be trustworthy. The stories 
that are heard, experienced, felt, read, and told by some other person are 
mixed up with this moment. Through this we can find holistic constructions 
of meanings for things. The mind creates and twists them to be receptive 
and possible to live with.

On the basis of the mind trips of my mother, I have ‘written’ or lived a 
very poetic story about Johannes on the waves of Ääninen as the beloved of 
the dreams, as an object for everlasting longing. Never belonging really to 
you, never being with you. But, and this is the hope for a human being, we 
can also recreate the lived and experienced life stories of the inner child 
both by ourselves and together, asking other persons to join in the life nar
ratives. This ‘artistic’ way of transforming and creating new meanings can 
also be seen as a way of knowing.



P a r t  T w o : R e se a r c h  M e th o d s  115

Notes
1. Because of the escape they lost the official information and in different registers 
they have varying information concerning the year of their birth.
2. The picture of the little mermaid and the prince is reprinted from the Finnish 
fairy tale book ‘Hauska satukirja’ (1947); translated from English into Finnish by 
Maila Talvio and Tyyni Tuulio. Helsinki, WSOY.
3. The text in the book Hans Andersen, His Classic Fairy Tales. From the transla
tion by Haygaard, Erik. 1976. London: Gollanz Children’s Paper Backs.
4. The translation of the poem from Finnish is here made by Inkeri Sava.
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University o f York, UK

Children’s Drawings of the Human Figure 
in Different Cultures

The human figure is often one of the earliest things that young children 
draw that is recognisable and it remains a popular topic as long as children 
have an interest in drawing. This paper focuses on the way that children 
represent the human figure. First of all, I shall describe the general changes 
that we see in our data in the UK, which may be similar to the changes in 
other western or westernised cultures. The data are almost without excep
tion pictures drawn for an adult (a teacher or a researcher) by children in the 
nursery or primary school classroom. So, we are not considering the spon
taneous drawings that children produce for their own purposes but those 
produced in a particular context, namely for an adult on request.

The general changes in children’s drawings of the human figure as they 
get older are so familiar to researchers that many people see them almost as 
inevitable and ‘natural’. However, if we look back historically we can see 
that things have not always been so, and if we look across cultures we can 
see differences which in some cases may be quite small but in others may 
be so big as to render the pictures ‘unreadable’ without special knowledge 
of the particular symbols used, the way the picture is constructed and the 
purpose of the picture.

I shall discuss some of these differences, using examples of drawings 
collected in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in Western Europe and 
North America and further examples from a number of societies around the 
world collected earlier in the 20th century as well as more recently. My aim 
is to demonstrate that the particular developmental pattern in western chil
dren’s drawings has not always been the same and is not universal. Never
theless, even though differences occur over time and across cultures it is 
still possible to see some developmental change as children grow up and 
become more skilled at depiction.
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Western Children’s Drawings of the Human Figure

Most young children in western societies have the experience of using 
pencil or crayons or felt-tipped pens at home, play groups and nurseries; it 
is a normal part of childhood. Even though they may not be able to produce 
a recognisable figure themselves, they already know that older children and 
adults have this skill. They only have to ask a parent to draw a man, for 
example, and with a few strokes of the pencil an image appears which has 
some visual correspondence to the human form. So, already, the child 
knows something of what it means to draw.

The drawings in Figure 1 were produced by two boys in a nursery who 
were included in a longitudinal study by Cox and Parkin (1986). When 
asked to draw a person, Aidan, aged 2 years 7 months, made a number of 
overlapping spiral scribbles commenting on each one, “I’m drawing a man. 
That’s Mummy. That’s Daddy. That’s Angela.” Simon, aged 3 years 2 
months, drew two quite separate, enclosed shapes with a ‘squiggle’ inside 
each one and named them “Mummy and Daddy.” These two boys did not 
know how to draw exactly like an older child or an adult, but they knew that 
when people draw a person they make some marks on the page which are 
somewhat constrained; they were able to replicate this general idea by mak
ing a scribble or a shape ‘stand for’ a person.

Figure 1. In these drawings 
by nursery school children, 
a scribble or a shape stands fo r  
a whole person.

Another child in the nursery— Kate, a girl aged 3 years— was also asked 
to draw a person. Instead of using a shape to stand for the whole person 
Kate made a separate mark to correspond with each particular part of the 
human form (see Figure 2). She started at the top and drew a spiral scribble, 
calling it the head. She drew a more tightly constrained shape for the nose 
and then a long and open mark for the mouth. She follows a serial and 
spatial order from the top of the figure downwards, although she doesn’t 
get very far! This ‘listing of parts’ is reminiscent of the chain drawings by 
older children in India and elsewhere, reported by Paget in 1932. It is not 
clear whether the particular shapes that Kate used were chosen deliberately 
or whether they were accidental. If she chose them deliberately then it may 
be that she was trying to capture something of the shape of these features as 
they appear on real people or in pictures of people.
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Figure 2.
A separate mark corresponds 
to the head, nose and mouth. X mouth

Some of the earliest recognisable human figures that children draw are 
the cephalopods or ‘tadpole figures’ (see Figure 3, top left). They have a 
head, usually with a few facial features, and some legs. Often they do not 
have arms but, if they do, then the arms are attached to what appears to be 
the head. Usually, there is no indication that a torso is included in the figure 
and a number of research studies suggest that, in fact, the tadpole form does 
not have one (see Cox 1992 and 1993). This does not mean that the child 
intends the figure to be incomplete. On the contrary, the tadpole figure 
‘stands for’ a whole person even though important features such as the tor
so and perhaps the arms are missing.

/

Figure 3. Developments in 
UK children’s drawings o f  
the human figure.
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Tadpole figures appear frequently in children’s drawings from the age 
of about 2 to 2 years 6 months through to the age of approximately 5 years. 
By the time children in the UK attend primary school at the age of 5 most of 
them have devised a more elaborate form. Some children draw a transition
al form (see Figure 3, top right) in which the arms and features normally 
associated with the torso, such as a belly-button, are now placed lower down 
the figure. This kind of figure was noted by Luquet (1920), Gridley (1938) 
and Arnheim (1974) and discussed as an alternative form of tadpole. In my 
data, however, the transitional figure is usually a later development than 
the tadpole figure described above. Rather than drawing a transitional form, 
most children in fact go straight on to drawing a more 'conventional’ fig
ure, which has a separate, enclosed shape for the torso with the arms placed 
on either side of it.

The length of time that any one child will continue to draw tadpole fig
ures is very variable: some will continue for over a year whereas others 
may draw only two or three over as many days. Some will draw exclusively 
tadpoles before moving on to other more elaborated forms, giving the im
pression that there are distinct stages. However, not all children develop 
their figures in this stage-like way; although they start off with tadpole 
forms, some children develop transitional forms and even conventional 
forms and continue to draw all of them, sometimes all on the same page 
(Eng, 1931). Of course, in the end, they relinquish the tadpole and transi
tional figures and draw the conventional form, continuing to elaborate and 
alter it.

Children are very resourceful and make a little go a long way. They may 
take their ‘schema’ for a person and put it to work for another purpose. We 
asked some children to draw a man and his dog. Figure 4 was drawn by a 
boy aged 3 years 9 months who explained the marks in his drawing. The 
figure on the left has no arms whereas the one on the right has hair, arms 
and paws. The right-hand figure is the dog!

Figure 4. A man and his dog, 
drawn by a boy aged 3 years 
9 months.
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In Figure 3 we can see many of the features characteristic of children’s 
drawing of the human figure as they get older. First of all, as age increases, 
more details are added. This is the case up until about the age of 12 or 13 
years when children become more interested in drawing portraits than whole 
figures and also in shading rather than adding more details. The proportions 
of the figure become more realistic— in particular, the head which is often 
greatly exaggerated in size by very young children.

Young children generally draw the limbs of their figures with single 
lines, but by the age of about 6 years most of them are using double lines. 
Below the age of about 7 years most children’s figures have a ‘segmented’ 
appearance, where each body part seems to have been added separately 
with its own particular contour. From the age of 7 or 8 years children begin 
to ‘run together’ different body parts. So, for example, the upper torso and 
arms may be drawn with a continuous contour (called ‘threading’ by Good- 
now, 1977); similarly, the lower torso and legs may be drawn as one unit.

There is usually no overlapping or occluding of body parts in the young
er children’s figures drawings. They seem to adhere to an ‘each to its own 
space’ rule. Overlapping or occlusion is a feature of older children’s fig
ures. For example, in the drawing by a girl aged 9 years 6 months in Figure 
3 the hair appears to be pushed behind her ears and falls over her shoulders 
and her hands are placed on her waist obscuring part of the body. It’s as if 
the child has adopted a particular viewpoint and has considered which parts 
of the figure can be seen and which parts are hidden. This sense of one part 
being in front of or behind another part gives the figure more three-dimen
sional depth. Most figures are drawn facing the observer and only a minor
ity of children, when given the simple instruction to draw a person, will 
draw a profile figure. In my data 17% of 7- to 8-year-olds and 21% of 9- to 
10-year-olds drew profile forms.

The features I have described in Figure 3 give a flavour of the develop
mental trends we are familiar with in children’s drawings of the human 
figure in present-day western society. I should emphasise, however, that 
this developmental pattern glosses over individual differences among chil
dren and differences which may occur in local areas or regions. Further
more, these drawings have been collected in particular circumstances— 
when children have been asked to draw an isolated figure and, in the main, 
without a particular activity or context being specified for it. We know that 
there are differences between drawings collected in this way and drawings 
which children produce for themselves either in or outside school. Indeed, 
children draw more ‘experimental’ figures for themselves than on request 
(Goodnow, Wilkins and Dawes, 1986); these may involve figures in vari
ous ‘action’ postures and, in contrast to their ‘standard’, full-face figures,



1 2 4  T h e  C u ltu r a l  C o n tex t

may be far less detailed and neatly drawn.
The fact that only a minority of children draw a profile figure when sim

ply asked to draw a person tells us little or nothing about whether they can 
draw in profile, how they draw their profile figures and for what purposes. 
It is perhaps not surprising that they generally draw a full-face form under 
these circumstances. Since the figure is usually not engaged in any activity 
other than simply ‘being there,’ children may assume that it is the full-face, 
‘canonical’ form which is required; they may also feel more confident in 
drawing this well-practised form. However, children as young as 4 years 
will alter their figures if asked to draw a person walking or running or sim
ply facing in a sideways direction (Goodnow, 1978; Cox, 1993; Smith, 
1993; Cox and Moore, 1994; Cox and Lambon Ralph, 1996).

Changes in Depiction over Historical Time

The developments I have described so far are based on relatively recent 
data collection in the UK and they echo those findings of many other re
searchers working in western societies. It may be tempting for researchers 
and, indeed, teachers to believe that the developmental pattern which we 
see in a number of different countries is fixed and even universal. But, we 
need only look back in time to see that even in western countries there have 
been quite startling changes in this pattern.

<»

Figure 5. Two-eyed profiles, once 
prevalent in European and North 
American children’s drawings.

6
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When Rouma (1913) listed a set of stages for the development of the 
human figure in children’s drawings, a transitional stage between the full- 
face and the profile form was clearly evident. Wilson and Wilson (Wilson, 
1985) have drawn our attention to one of the main characteristics of this 
transitional stage— the two-eyed profile (see Figure 5). These figures were 
very common in Western Europe and North America during the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries but, nowadays, they have disappeared completely 
from these areas. What appeared to be, at one time, an inevitable psycho
logical stage in children’s drawing development was perhaps a particular 
style which was copied by the children themselves from their older class
mates or siblings (Paget, 1932) and which, for whatever reason, then fell 
out of favour and was discontinued.

Human Figure Drawings in Different Cultures

As well as studying differences in style of the human figure in past chil
dren’s drawings in our own society, we can also turn to those produced by 
children in other societies. We can see there that children and indeed adults 
may have different concerns about the human figure in their pictures— how 
it is structured, its size and stance, and also whether it should be included at 
all. In Kenya, for example, cattle are particularly important in the Samburu 
society. Court (1989) found that, given a free choice, only about 25% of the 
children drew people—cattle were much more important. This finding ech
oes earlier work, carried out by Du Bois (1944), showing that not all socie
ties will give the same prominence to the human figure as we are used to 
seeing in western children’s drawings.

In Aronsson and Andersson’s (1996) comparison of children’s drawings 
of their classroom in Tanzania and in Sweden, we also see differences in 
what children choose to draw. In this study the topic was “When I am work
ing in my classroom” and the children were told to “draw yourself and your 
teacher when you are working in the classroom. If you want you can draw 
some of your classmates and as much as you want of your classroom.” In 
the drawing by a 10-year-old girl in Dar es Salaam the girl has chosen to 
depict a number of her classmates and these, including herself, are very 
small (see Figure 6, next page). In contrast, the teacher is relatively large 
and faces the class and the viewer. Interestingly, the viewer is looking from 
the back of a class towards the front, so we see the back of all the children.

In contrast, the Swedish girl’s drawing of the same topic concentrates on 
the child herself and the teacher (see Figure 7, next page). The figure of the 
girl is behind the desk and only the upper part is drawn, but the pupil is 
nearly the same size as the teacher. The girl’s own figure is very central and
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Figure 6. “When I am working in my classroom’ 
by a Tanzanian 10-year-old girl.

Figure 7. “When I  am working in my classroom ’ 
by a Swedish 10-year-old girl.

detailed and the teacher is turning, arms outstretched, towards her. The 
arrangement seems to convey a more intimate pupil-teacher relationship 
than that in the Tanzanian child’s picture.
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As well as these differences in the importance of the human figure in a 
picture—whether it is there at all, its size and orientation to other figures— 
it may also be drawn in a different style or structure in different societies. 
Lowenfeld (1957) has claimed that children emphasise the body parts that 
are important to them from an emotional point of view. Typically in west
ern children’s figures the head is disproportionately large. In contrast some 
of the African drawings collected by Paget (1932) have very tiny heads 
with no facial features at all (see Figure 8). Now, it may be that the head is 
not particularly important. On the other hand, the pin-head style may have 
been ‘imported’ from some other traditional medium in the society, such as 
designs on pottery. Recently, pin-head figures have been reported in South
ern Sudan on pots and other products made by adults (Elatta, 1992); these 
figures, serving a decorative function, are highly stylised and made up of 
geometric forms.

In my data, the vast majority of young UK children draw the torso of 
their figures as a roughly, rounded enclosed area. Stick figures are actually 
not very common, especially if children are asked to draw only one figure. 
In contrast, we see many stick figures reported in some other societies; for 
example, Paget (1932) gives examples of stick figures drawn by Bemba 
boys in Rhodesia (see Figure 8, on right). The rectangular torso is very 
typical in Islamic societies and Wilson and Wilson (1984) have dubbed it 
the “Islamic torso’. It is common in Egypt and the Middle East and I also 
have some examples from rural Islamic children in Nigeria (collected by Dr 
Karen Pfeffer) (see Figure 8, on left). In some African groups, Paget found 
a bi-triangular construction of the torso (see Figure 8, centre). Recently, 
Elatta (1992) has reported their existence on pots and other products made 
by adults in Southern Sudan. The presence of such a form, serving a deco
rative function in the artefacts around them, may have provided the model 
for the human figures in children’s drawings.

Figure 8. The head and the torso are represented in different ways in 
different societies.
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There is no correct answer to the question of what shape the torso should 
be. It is kind of rounded, and kind of square, and long and vertical, and it 
may go in at the waist like an hour-glass. The diversity of styles prevalent 
in children’s drawings in different societies indicates that there is no ‘natu
ral’ way of drawing the torso. One particular society may already have a 
style used in another medium, which the children may borrow in their draw
ings. In societies where there is no pictorial tradition, a child may construct 
his/her own solution and then this may be copied by others until it becomes 
a local style.

Generally speaking, as children in remote areas receive more schooling 
they are more exposed to pictures and western imagery. In the 1930s, Fortes 
and his wife (Fortes, 1940) collected some drawings from some unschooled 
Tallensi and some from children in a nearby boarding school. They found 
that the figures drawn by the children in the boarding school were much 
more European in style. They went back in the 1970s and collected draw
ings from the same settlement— some of the children were the children and 
grandchildren of those in the sample in the 1930s. These 1970s children 
went to a local school and were drawing in a European style and more 
skilfully than the children in the boarding school 35 years previously 
(Fortes, 1981).

Recently, Martlew and Connolly (1996) collected the human figure 
drawings of children aged 10 to 15 years in Papua New Guinea where there 
is no tradition of representational artwork in their society. The authors com
pared the drawings of children who went to school with those who did not; 
some of those children who did not attend school, none the less, had a school 
in their community but some were more remote and had no experience of 
school whatsoever. The researchers show that the more exposure to school
ing the children have the more detailed and visually realistic the drawings 
they produce and the more western in style. Presumably, when the children 
see the figures in the pictorial material in school they consider them to be 
better or more appropriate representational forms than any local style which 
already exists or their own attempts.

In the desert area of Australia, the native tradition of figural representa
tion is thriving and is valued in the community and its school. There are 
approximately 1000 Warlpiri people who live at Yuendumu, about 350 kilo
metres northwest from Alice Springs. Traditionally, stories are told about 
the land and the ancestors; these are the mythical stories about how the 
people, the land and the animals were created. The stories also contain much 
information about where water is located, where certain trees are, how to 
get food from them, where to find animals, how to hunt them, and so on 
(Chatwin, 1988; Sutton, 1988; Isaacs, 1989). This information is passed on
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through the stories and also through dancing and singing and painting sym
bols and designs on the dancers’ bodies. There are also paintings and en
gravings on rock which have existed for many thousands of years.

Sitting around their campfires, the adults tell stories to each other and to 
the children about journeys and hunting trips. As they do this, they illus
trate the story in the sand. The shapes they use are, like those in the body 
and rock paintings, not obviously realistic. For example a person is repre
sented by a simple, curved U-shape; it may be based on an aerial view of a 
seated person or the imprint left by a person sitting cross-legged in the sand. 
Whereas the U-shape usually does represent a person, other symbols may 
have a number of different referents. Concentric circles may be a watering 
hole, a camp or a fire; a wavy line may be a snake, a river or a track. The 
pictures often look more like aerial views or maps and the story involves 
the journeys and encounters in this landscape. But the pictures are not meant 
to stand alone, readable by any viewer. They are meant to be interpreted by 
the storyteller.

In recent times the Aboriginal peoples have started to paint pictures for 
sale. In the western desert, canvas and modern materials like acrylic paint 
were introduced in 1971 and many adults, both men and women, have na
tional and international reputations as artists. This acclaim and the fact that 
the production of pictures is economically successful gives the enterprise 
status; the style is regarded not as some primitive form, less sophisticated 
than the white man’s art, but as something to be valued and carried on.

Until recently, children have not been encouraged to draw. They may 
have picked up a stick and made lines in the sand but the business of telling 
stories, particularly, the traditional myths, has been in the hands of more 
senior adults—owners or guardians of the stories. The Warlpiri do not gen
erally have paper and pencil in their camps and literacy levels are not high. 
In Yuendumu, 4-year-olds attend the community’s school, part-time, in or
der to get used to the discipline of school, and then they start, full-time, at 
age 5. Although they are exposed to western-style books and pictures the 
Warlpiri teachers will also use Aboriginal symbols. In fact, at the school 
they print some of their own books— to teach the names of different trees, 
for example— and they use Warlpiri symbols in these books.

In Figure 9 Roseanne, aged 6 years, has used both the traditional U- 
shaped symbol for a person and  western tadpole figures. Seven-year-old 
Kylie has drawn a group of Warlpiri people telling a story about a journey 
to a well (see Figure 10); the five people are women and each has a digging 
stick and a parraja or baby-carrier. The lines indicate the journey lines to 
the well and an animal is recorded by its tracks. The feeling here is of an 
aerial perspective—a sort of map.
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Figure 9. Roseanne, aged 6 years, uses simplified Warlpiri and western 
styles fo r  her human figures.

K U . * " * :

Figure 10. Kylie, aged 7 years, uses Warlpiri symbols fo r  all the people 
in her drawing.



P a r t  T h r e e : C r o ss-C u l t u r a l  S tu d ies  131

In 8-year-old Stephanie’s picture (see Figure 11) most of the figures are 
indicated by the Warlpiri symbol but the two babies in the parrajas are 
drawn as western figures. Both the Warlpiri and the western styles in this 
picture are more complex than those in Roseanne’s, supporting Arnheim’s 
(1974) view that children move from constructing simple to more complex 
forms. But why did Roseanne and Stephanie mix the styles? Why, in Steph
anie’s picture, are the adults drawn with the Warlpiri symbol but the babies 
in the parrajas are in the western style?

■SlpPh&hi e
H t L s o -  y

Figure 11. Eight-year-old Stephanie uses mainly Warlpiri symbols fo r  her 
people but the babies are drawn in a western style.

Kylie, aged 9 years, was asked to draw herself at that moment. She chose 
to draw the Warlpiri form and then drew the chair around it (see Figure 12). 
She seems to have adopted a view from the front and slightly above, and 
expertly occludes the parts of the chair which are hidden by the figure. 
From other examples, we know that Kylie is a proficient drawer, able to 
draw western style figures as well as Warlpiri symbols. What we have yet 
to find out is whether there are ‘rules’ to say when one form should be used 
rather than the other, or whether the choice is completely free.

Apparently, Warlpiri children are not explicitly taught how to draw, any 
more than western young children are taught. In both societies children are 
influenced by the style they see in the pictorial images available to them. In
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Figure 12. Kylie, aged 9 years, 
drew herself sitting on a chair.

the west, young children see older ones and adults drawing a human figure, 
starting with the head. They try to replicate it even though they may not 
have grasped the order in which subsequent parts should be added, how 
they are drawn, or how they fix on, and so their version is an approximation 
to the more complex and detailed form. Similarly, the Warlpiri U-shaped 
form acts as a model of how the human figure can be represented; it is 
perhaps less visually recognisable as a person but it is a commonly under
stood representation, whether it is drawn in the sand, on canvas or on some
one’s body as part of a ceremonial dance. Young children see the adults 
producing this form and they themselves will try to replicate it and, again, 
will manage a simplified version before they master the ‘adult’ style.

In both societies we see how young children accommodate to the pre
dominant style in their culture. The native, cultural style in Warlpiri society 
has high status and, although the children are also exposed to the western 
style, they do not necessarily learn that ‘west is best’ and adopt a more 
western style. They become ‘bi-lingual’— not only using both styles but 
also developing both styles. Interestingly, they do not always reserve each 
style for different pictures, but will sometimes mix the two in the same 
picture. It will be interesting to see if a mixing of styles becomes the norm 
when the children become the next generation of influential artists. So far 
in Yuendumu, although two adult artists have used a western style in their 
pictures others have concentrated on the traditional style (see Cox, 1998, 
for a further article on the drawings of Australian Aboriginal children).
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Dr Karin Aronsson and Dr Barbara Junge 
Linköping University, Sweden

Intellectual Realism and Social Scaling 
in Ethiopian Children’s Drawings

The concept of intellectual realism (Luquet; Piaget) will be discussed on 
the basis of Ethiopian children’s drawings. Compared to drawings from 
Western countries, these drawings are much less child-centred, and more 
sociocentric. In their drawings, the children express their concerns about 
societal phenomena in what is called a social scaling of picture elements. 
Social scaling entails a foregrounding of important elements, as in size trans
formations, and in the strategic employment of X-ray and mixed perspec
tive depiction. These three drawing strategies are traditionally associated 
with intellectual realism, that is, an early stage in children’s drawings. In 
contrast, visual realism or central perspective projections traditionally char
acterizes the final stage in children’s drawings. The following analysis of
fers an alternative to stage-type models of realism, showing how most of the 
drawings can be studied in terms of a dual function; an informative pictorial 
function on the one hand (including social scaling), and an aesthetic func
tion on the other. Children draw what they “see,” within a specific social 
and aesthetic order, which does not always coincide with the canons of cen
tral perspective realism.

DO YOUNG CHILDREN draw what they “know” about the world or 
what they “see”? In traditional theories on child art (Luquet, 1927; Piaget & 
Inhelder, 1956) intellectual realism stands for the notion that children draw 
what they know about the world rather than what they actually see. Intellec
tual realism is related to knowledge-driven representations, whereas visual 
realism is related to representations that reveal the world as it is “seen” by 
the child in terms of the canons of central perspective realism. For instance, 
X-ray or transparency drawings are said to reflect intellectual realism in that 
they represent what the child knows rather than what he sees. Moreover, 
mixed perspective drawings can be seen to reflect intellectual realism in that 
children draw more about an object than what can be seen from one fixed
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viewpoint. The early stage of intellectual realism is also associated with a 
lack of depth cues (such as occlusion or size transformations for distant 
objects). Related notions form the basis of much stage-type thinking on child 
development (e.g., Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1970; Winner, 1982). In sum, the 
drawings of intellectual realism deviate from those of the visual realism of 
fixed viewpoint projections. Several types of intellectual realism thus have 
to do with the depictor’s choice of perspectives other than the central one.

In traditional developmental thinking, projective geometry and the West
ern renaissance central perspective is implicitly (or explicitly) taken as the 
norm against which art products are to be judged. Gibson (1979) has force
fully argued that such a projective type of central perspective geometry can 
be said to be an artificial perspective, in that it represents the world as seen 
from a fixed viewpoint in a frozen moment rather than the perspective of 
lived experience as represented by perceptual invariants (shape, scale, etc) 
of familiar objects. His criticism of the copy theory in perceptual theory has 
been cogently elaborated by Margaret Hagen (1985). She points out that 
prototypical shapes are quite transformed within a three dimensional pro
jective drawing system, since shape, size, angle, parallelism of depicted 
objects all undergo substantial changes when represented within the projec
tive perspective of central perspective realism.

In contrast, the purportedly more primitive art of two dimensional or
thogonal projection conserves all these parameters. In an orthogonal or or
thographic projection, an object is represented from a single view (e.g., front 
view, top view, side view), and right angles of objects (e.g., furniture, hous
es, etc) are preserved in such a way that there are no depth cues in the con
tours of the drawings. A box is drawn as a square, not as a cube. In one 
respect, this primitive projection system produces a greater degree of ‘same
ness’ in relation to its object (topic) in that objects may be portrayed in their 
prototypical or canonical forms. The main difference between the major 
types of projection systems has to do with the geometrical consequences of 
assuming certain viewpoints in relation to a given scene. In the projective 
system of central perspective depiction there is but one viewpoint, the whole 
picture is represented from one imaginary position, whereas traditional 
Egyptian art is represented from a multiple standpoint perspective (e.g., with 
different viewpoints for different body parts).

In her historical overview of different projection systems, Hagen (1985) 
shows how certain modern schools of art, e.g., cubism, certainly also consti
tute multiple standpoint perspectives (as in traditional Egyptian art). Art 
history reveals no unilinear trend from orthogonal toward projective draw
ing systems. In that sense, there is no “development” in art history. Similar
ly, all the different drawing systems do in fact constitute natural perspec
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tives. All these geometries depict what the depictors “see.” If anything, 
drawing within a projective geometry—drawing within the canons of cen
tral perspective realism— can be said to represent drawing as “knowing.” It 
constitutes an intellectual realism in that this type of projection system has 
to be taught. It is artificial in that it represents the fixed viewpoint depiction 
of frozen perception.

In an instructive study of adults’ and children’s drawings, Hagen (1985) 
demonstrates how adults do not spontaneously produce projective draw
ings. Nor do they generally make such drawings under the instruction to 
“draw in perspective.” Normal non-expert adults more commonly utilize 
other types of geometries. If we were to equate seeing with central perspec
tive photographic realism, adults do not typically draw what they see and 
they would thus be classified as intellectual realists within a traditional stage- 
type paradigm on art development. Hagen (ibid.) presents no comparison of 
drawing systems among Western and non-Western children. From the basis 
of her and Gibson’s (1979) theorizing, we would expect children in non
industrialized polytechnic cultures to produce art that does not fit traditional 
models of children’s art. If the cultural canons are not dominated by central 
perspective realism as in mass-media dominated societies (with massive 
exposure of realistic newspaper photos, TV- and other motion pictures, pic
ture books, comic books, etc), central perspective realism would not consti
tute the canon of representation and we would therefore not expect to find 
the typical visual realism or projective drawing “success” among adoles
cents and late school-age children.

Do children from Non-Western societies produce drawings which fit tra
ditional stage-type models for realism or can their drawings more fruitfully 
be construed within other models of representation? Drawing on Arnheim’s 
(1974) notion of hierarchies of importance, we would expect children to 
employ value perspectives, what we will call social scaling, and not only 
central perspective realism.

Method
Cross-cultural analyses of children’s drawings have often concerned 

more or less isolated pictorial elements, such as cubes (Deregowski, 1976), 
horizontal/vertical lines (Lieblich, Ninio & Kugelmass, 1975), diagonal 
lines (Olson, 1970), trees (Lindström, Berefelt & Thorsell, 1978) or decon- 
textualized human figures (Scott, 1981). In the following, we will analyze 
more complex representations of the world— 1200 Ethiopian children’s 
drawings of their everyday lives.
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Subjects

The 1202 children were drawn from grade 5 in twenty different schools 
in eight different regions all over Ethiopia, Arsi, Godjam, Harage, Illuba- 
bor, Sidamo, Shewa, Tigray, Wollo. More than half the children were re
cruited from smaller towns (excluding Addis Ababa), and somewhat less 
than half the children lived in rural areas, 522 rural versus 680 urban chil
dren. Boys are somewhat more represented than girls (647 versus 555). The 
children generally started school at the age of seven. The average age of all 
children was 12.3 years (girls 12.1 and boys 12. 4 years). Rural children 
were on average 12.7, whereas urban children were 12.0 years.

Task

The subjects produced drawings of their everyday world (“life in the ke- 
bele where I live“) as part of a classroom task. The drawing task was admin
istered, during a regular class-period, by Ministry of Education staff as the 
last task of a set of other (verbal) tasks utilized for contrasting ordinary 
schools and enrichment programme schools. One hundred and twenty-sev
en children (i.e. less than 10% of 1329 children) did not make any drawings, 
due to lack of time or for other reasons. Considering the children's most 
limited drawing experience, this percentage is quite small. It can also be 
noted that most children seemed to enjoy the task, putting great effort into 
their drawings and making textual remarks such as “Thank you for coming 
all the way from Addis Ababa to give us this test” (spontaneous sub-text in 
Drawing 7).

Setting

No children from Addis Ababa were included. All our subjects live in 
communities where pictures are scarce. In the traditional chiqa (mud) hut, 
the home of a large proportion of our rural subjects, there would typically be 
no electricity, and pens, pencils and paper are rare luxuries outside of the 
school context. Pictorial experience is largely restricted to a limited supply 
of schoolbook illustrations, to graphs, charts and revolutionary posters (most 
typically the three profiles of Marx, Lenin and Engels, which at the time of 
the data collection in the late 1980-s were seen in small villages in the most 
remote areas and the country). Also, many larger villages and small towns 
feature religious Orthodox paintings (in the church) as well as pictorial signs 
of oxen, food utensils, etc indicating the location of a suk (small shop) or 
bunna beit (coffee house).
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The post-revolutionary literacy campaign in Ethiopia has produced inter
nationally acclaimed results. Our subjects all know how to read and write, 
and furthermore, many are bi-literate in that they master both the Roman 
(i.e. English), and the Ethiopian syllabic script, that is, the fidel graphemes. 
Along with Amharic, English is the second official language of schooling.

The children in our sample have most limited drawing experiences, and 
radically different picture experiences from children in a more technolo- 
gized society. What can their drawings tell us about pictorial conventions 
and child art? Will (photographic) realism influence these children living in 
communities less marked by photographic depiction? Will formulas for 
common child art elements (buildings, people, animals) differ from those of 
children in highly technologized mass-media societies? Thirdly— if projec
tive realism is not as common in these drawings—will this constrain the 
children’s possibilities for articulating ideas about their everyday world?

Coding o f social scaling and text elements

In another paper, the first author primarily discussed social scaling in 
terms of size distortions and related parameters such as relative detailing 
(Aronsson & Andersson, 1996). In the present paper, size is but one of three 
dimensions of social scaling: size distortion, mixed perspectives and x-ray 
elements (see also, Aronsson, 1997; 1998).

Mixed perspectives: was coded if any picture element was seen from sev
eral viewpoints at the same time, e.g., a house was shown from the front and 
from the sides (including both gables). In such a “fold-out” view of a house, 
the child thus depicts what s/he “knows” rather than what is seen from a 
fixed viewpoint. Fold-out strategies and other mixed perspective strategies 
thus belong to the stage of intellectual realism (Luquet, 1927; Piaget & In- 
helder, 1956).

X-ray. was coded if something was shown that ordinarily would not be 
seen; e.g., legs showing through a skirt or furniture showing through the 
walls of a house. X-ray and other transparency strategies also belong to the 
stage of intellectual realism in that the artist depicts what s/he knows rather 
than what is seen from a fixed viewpoint (Luquet, 1927).

Size distortion: was coded if an object could be seen as 50% greater or 
smaller than its normal size (as judged in relation to a comparison object: 
e.g., if a hen was as large as a man even though it was portrayed at the same 
distance as the man).

Integrated text: was coded if letters were included within the contours of 
the drawing (that is not positioned below or above the picture contours).

Ten percent of the drawings were coded by two independent raters. Inter
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rater reliabilites ranged between 76% (size distortions) and 93% (X-ray ele
ments).

Self-centred or Sociocentric Drawings?

In a cultural comparative analysis of value systems, LeVine and White 
(1986) argue that non-Western societies are often characterized by what 
they have called the agrarian value system , which focuses on collective 
(group) interests rather than on individual self-expression, and on respect 
for elders rather than on child-centred egalitarianism. In an analysis of rural 
East African (Kenyan) children’s drawings, Court (1989) shows that these 
drawings reflect collective values rather than individual self-expression. She 
discusses her findings in terms of sociocentrism. Her rural children’s draw
ings tend to be sociocentric in that the majority of children portray persons 
together with other persons (for instance only a minority of the drawings of 
“myself eating” portray a single person). Similarly, the rural children’s hu
man figure drawings are focused on social activities rather than on highly 
differentiated aspects of the self. Individual persons are seldom focused in 
terms of location, size or relative detail. The individual human figure is thus 
not as prominent as is claimed in standard developmental texts on children’s 
drawings (Court, 1989).

About half the drawings (N = 527) contain one or more human figures. In 
some other studies (e.g., Aronsson, 1981), girls drew people to a much great
er extent than did boys. No such difference was found in the present materi
al. However, the boys and girls differ with respect to gender typing of their 
picture worlds. The boys drew same sex persons to a greater extent (82% of 
all gender marked drawings), whereas the girls drew opposite sex figures in 
almost half of their gender marked drawings (Figure 1).

Girls thus drew opposite sex figures to a much greater extent than did 
boys (almost three times as often, relatively seen). However, they would 
more typically depict people unmarked for gender or both sexes—in the 
rural sample, for instance, a woman carrying water and a man farming.

When asked to draw a person, children from industrialized countries tend 
to draw a same-age child, and in drawings of several persons the child tends 
to be a pictorially focused person in terms of size or centrality (Burns & 
Kaufman, 1972; Di Leo, 1973, Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1970). In a cross- 
cultural study, Kälvesten and Ödman (1979) asked children in five coun
tries to draw a person and his/her thoughts. Most of their 426 Swedish sub
jects drew children thinking about play, parties, pets, new toys or clothing, 
whereas their Ethiopian subjects more typically drew adults thinking about 
the harvest or other responsibilities. In the present, much larger material, the
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Boys Girls

54% 46% 58% 42%
No people People No people People

43%
Both sexes 
or unmarked

57%
Gender
marking

50%
Both sexes 
or unmarked

50%
Gender
marking

/
82% 18%
Male Female
figure(s) figure(s) 
only only

48% 52%
Male Female
Figure(s) figure(s) 
only only

Figure 1. Gender marking in boys’ and girls’ drawings

Kälvesten and Ödman findings are replicated in that most of the present 
subjects drew adult persons as central persons. If children were represented 
in the pictures, they were portrayed together with adults (cf, Drawing 12 
below). Only in less than 1% of the whole material is a child drawn alone or 
as larger or more central than other persons in the drawing.

The Ethiopian children’s drawings are thus less self-centred than proto
typical Western materials. Firstly, they are not always focused on someone 
of the same sex as the drawer himself/herself. Secondly, they are not fo
cused on someone of the same generation. Thirdly, the drawings are socio- 
centric in that human figures are very seldom represented in isolation. More 
than 95% of all human figure drawings show two or more persons— not 
isolated persons— which validates Court’s (1989) similar findings.

Moreover, our subjects sem to have been concerned with work and adult 
life, not play. In the majority of drawings, where there is a clear indication 
of some activity, work and not recreation is the theme (Figure 2, next page).

It can clearly be seen that the picture themes concern adult work and not 
school (children’s work). Occasionally, the drawings depict both larger and 
smaller figures participating in different work activities. However, there is 
rarely a child figure working on his/her own (and, as pointed out, child fig-

Work or recreation as pictorial theme?
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46% 54%
No activity Activity

8%
Recreation

92%
Work

7%
Children’s 
“work” (school)

93%
Adult work

Figure 2. Work, recreation and adult life

ures are central in less than 1% of all the drawings). It should also be point
ed out that in 68% of all the “recreation” drawings, recreation is shown 
together with work activities. This means that there would be less than 8% 
recreation drawings if we only counted pure recreation, i.e., those drawings 
in which recreation is the sole activity. However, there are sub-group dif
ferences in that the urban children thematized recreation more often than 
the rural children (11% versus 4% of all drawings in each group).

In sum, the Ethiopian children’s drawings reflect a world that is oriented 
toward work rather than play, and toward adults rather than toward a self- 
centred children’s world. Some types of elements (e.g., children) are not 
shown. This is related to social scaling in a broader sense, in that the hierar
chies of what is shown/not shown show the different “sizes” of elements by 
excluding some elements at the cost of others.

As would be expected, the orthogonal projection is by far the most com
mon drawing system. Houses are typically drawn as in Drawing 1.

As can be seen, the perspective is orthogonal. The angles of the build
ings have not been transformed from the ideal house formula of typical 
house invariants. In other words, the drawings of the buildings provide no 
information about depth. Houses and activities are depicted in sets of rows 
with no conventional markers of visual realism depth (occlusion, size trans
formations, etc). There is no diminishing size with increasing distance. In

Graphic Strategies

Orthogonal perspective and social scaling
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Drawing 1. Agricultural work, villagization and household work (fetching 
water). Lengthier text to the right indicates that “villagization makes you 
happy” (Boy, 11 years)

contrast, the houses in the foreground are, in fact, smaller than the more 
distant large, central house. However, within such an orthogonal perspec
tive, size transformations may at times take place for reasons other than that 
of visual realism. This can, for instance, be seen in the cultural scaling of 
holy persons in Orthodox traditional paintings, or in social/political hierar
chy in traditional Egyptian art with differential sizes for men, women, serv
ants, etc (cf, Hagen, 1985). In the above picture, the water tap in the left 
corner almost equals the woman in height. This reflects a value hierarchy 
perspective (cf, Arnheim, 1974), or what we call social scaling, and not the 
size transformations of central perspective realism (with reduced size indi
cating greater or increased size lesser distance). Water is an essential com
modity in everyday life in a country of great distances and water distribu
tion problems. The water tap carries great social significance as a marker of 
modernity and easier lives for women (who traditionally carry 25-litre pots 
for many miles in order to provide their households with their daily sup
plies).

In this complex drawing, there are both traditional tuqul round huts with 
grass roofs (top right) and modern chiqa houses with corro (corrugated



14 4  T h e  C u ltu r a l  C o n tex t

iron) roofs, introduced on a large scale in connection with the villagization 
scheme in Ethiopia. During the late eighties, millions of Ethiopians moved 
from isolated homesteads into villages. This formed part of a large reloca
tion scheme of the old regime. In the present drawing material, villagiza
tion was the second most common activity theme among rural subjects. In 
the drawings, the villagization was associated with modernity—with textu
al comments about development, modernity, collectivity “coming togeth
er,” etc. For instance, subjects often commented on the water-resistance 
and fire-resistance of corrugated roofs, and in other cases, they at least took 
care to depict newly constructed houses as well as traditional ones.

Many of the present drawings combine different viewpoints, e.g., an aer
ial or top view (“bird’s eyeview”) with front and side views. Such mixed 
perspectives are represented in 25% of all the present drawings. Quite com
monly, buildings are seen from two sides, and from a frontal perspective at 
the same time (cf, Drawing 2 and 7, below). Mixed perspectives often pro
duce quite articulate pictures in terms of information content. In bold and 
simple out-line, a young girl has depicted a house and a watertap, as seen 
from a front view, and from two side views, and an enclosure (fence) as seen 
when flattened out from an aerial perspective (Drawing 2):

Mixed perspective strategies

\

\ \

(
/

Drawing 2. House, watertap and fence (Girl, 11 years)
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As can be seen, the social scaling overrides other concerns. The watertap 
is placed in the centre and its size is enlargened for emphasis (even if not as 
markedly as in Drawing 1). Again, the result of mixed perspectives can be 
aesthetically pleasing and informative but not photographically realistic. In 
other drawings, the children have combined frontal and aerial viewpoints 
as in Drawing 3.

Drawing 3. Transportation and coop-shop (Boy, 15 years)

The houses in the foreground are laid out in what Luquet (1927) has 
called a fold-out projection (rabattement). Obviously, this drawing does not 
conform to central perspective norms. Yet, the different viewpoints create a 
more symmetrical mirror-like picture than a central perspective viewpoint 
might have done.

X-ray drawings

Most traditional texts on children’s drawings treat the phenomenon of 
object transparencies, as reflected in young children’s so called transparen
cy or X-ray drawings (e.g., Luquet, 1927 on transparence', Lowenfeld & 
Brittain, 1970; Piaget & Inhelder, 1956; Winner, 1982). This phenomenon 
is typically placed in the preschool or early school age, if conceptualized 
within a stage-type paradigm. Stage-type thinking is not unproblematic. For 
instance, X-ray depictions are to be found in highly complex house interiors 
in classical Japanese art (with people and furniture showing through the 
outer walls of the house). Similarly, object transparencies are quite common 
in modern art (e.g., in the late erotic drawings of Picasso). There is no exter
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nal logic that defines X-ray depiction as more or less developed than opaque 
depiction.

In 30% of all the present drawings, children employed X-ray strategies. 
As in classical Japanese art, the present artists produced a great number of 
interior scenes, displayed from an inside/outside perspective, with both ex
ternal outlines of walls, and with transparent interior scenes (cf, Drawings 
4, 5 and 6).

Drawing 4. Literacy class. Text about efforts being made to eradicate 
illiteracy, and about the fact that it is “every learned person’s duty to 
assist in the literacy campaign. ” (Girl, 11 years)

Drawing 4 show how an X-ray strategy can be used for reporting impor
tant societal events. The picture shows a literacy class with a master teach
ing his pupils how to read fidels (the syllabic graphemes of the black-board). 
His class is depicted in great abstraction with a set of heads indicating plu
rality. Yet, with these simple repeated forms, the young artist managed to 
produce quite an efficient picture of literacy schooling. Even without the 
disambiguating text, the picture is quite informative. It can, for instance, be 
seen how the class probably takes place in a modern, newly erected building 
with a corrugated iron roof (the symmetrical roof-pattem generally indi
cates this type of roofing). In all, picture and text combine to produce an 
economic testimony of this girl’s pride in her community’s collective ef
forts in fighting illiteracy.
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Object transparencies are also to be found in two typical drawings of 
houses featuring furniture (Drawings 5 and 6):

£ 0

Drawing 5. House with furniture (and window shutter) (Girl, 11 years)

;>\7V7^./WAAAA A /X

Drawing 6. House with light bulb, (electric meter) and furniture (Girl, 11 
years)
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As in Court’s (1989) East African material, the present drawings contain 
many examples of inverted perspectives, as in the inverted staircase above 
(Drawing 6). It should perhaps be noted that furniture is rare in traditional 
rural housing in Ethiopia (mud huts), and that furniture can be seen as a 
modernity element (cf, Court, 1989 on rural Kenyan children’s depiction of 
tables; Schneider, 1985 on admired motifs from the city in her account of 
Southern Transvaal murals). Modernity is also indicated by the over-size 
scaling of the lightbulb and by the prominent electric meter (Drawing 6, 
above).

X-ray graphic strategies are employed for providing information on mo
dernity elements, or for showing the inhabitants of given houses (animals 
and/or people) or other indicators of activity (e.g., merchandise indicating 
that a specific house is a shop). Typically, trees and plants are depicted with 
their roots showing through the ground (53% of all drawings containing 
trees or plants). By way of comparison, for example, less than 1% of West
ern children’s drawings of trees display roots in the drawings documented 
in Kellogg’s work (1970). X-ray root drawings probably have their origin 
in textbook pictures. It can be hypothesized that in a technologized mass
media society, with a great variety of pictorial exposure, instructive picures 
do not have as great an impact (as they are situated among a multitude of 
picture book trees and other more or less photographically realistic trees). 
In the present picture material, X-ray roots also seem to have an aesthetic 
funtion, repeating the pattern of the tree in a reduced (and inverse) form (cf, 
the roots of the right tree in Drawing 9, further below).

In other drawings as well, it can clearly be seen how X-ray displays have 
aesthetic qualities (Drawing 7, next page).

In the drawing, it can be seen how the woman’s transparent skirt creates 
a nice symmetry with her curved arms, and how this X-ray element also 
helps to convey movement and rhythm.

Size distortions

From a photographic realism perspective, the woman in Drawing 7 (next 
page) is oversized in relation to the house to her left. In terms of social 
scaling this makes sense in that the artist wants to tell something about this 
woman and her activity. As in the size distortions of lightbulbs and water- 
taps (Drawings 1 ,2 ,6  above), relative size has to be related to a social scale, 
not to the a priori scale of central perspective (photographic) realism.

Marked size distortions were employed in 22% of all the present draw
ings. Important elements are oversized. Correspondingly, other objects were 
decreased in size as in the case of the front door in Drawing 5. Again, it can
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Drawing 7. Illubabor woman carrying goods (Boy, 12 years)

be seen how the composition as such is more balanced given these size “dis
tortions.” The artist’s aesthetic considerations may thus be as important as 
his/her pictorial intentions in shaping the scaling of objects.

Composition
Going beyond the traditional work on childre’s art, Rudolph Amheim 

(1974) foregrounded aesthetic aspects of children’s art. Among other as
pects, he discussed composition in children’s art. In our present material, 
there are some typical types of composition. The circle forms the basis of 
several compositions. This can be seen in the enclosed homestead scene 
(Drawing 12, further below) where household and play (sport) take place 
within the confinement of a roundish space. The traditional home, the tu-
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qul, is a round hut. The roundish form of some of the enclosures can be seen 
as a rough equivalent of the traditional round form of the tuqul itself.

In rural areas, fences are important for keeping hyenas and other animals 
away from the homestead. Also in the city, many families keep poultry, 
goats, sheep, donkeys or oxen, and fences are important in separating the 
kettle from surrounding dangers. However, the roundish form of many of 
these depicted enclosures seems to be more motivated by compositional 
than photographic realistic concerns (Drawing 8):

Drawing 8. Father working in the vegetable garden (Boy, 12 years)

In this drawing of a father at work, it can be seen how the tiny front gate 
does not accord with the canons of central perspective realism. Instead, it 
balances the small door of the house. Similarly, the fidel text to the right 
balances the pattern of vegetables to the left. In its totality, this composition 
is symmetrically balanced. Typically, many compositions are built on sym
metry. This can, for instance, be seen in the two rows of opposing houses 
(Drawing 3) or in the two opposing chairs (Drawing 5). Roads are often 
symmetrically arranged (Drawing 9):
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Drawing 9. Man transporting himself between shop and house (Boy, 15 
years)

It is not very likely that the road to, e.g., the boy’s house from the shop 
would in fact form such a symmetrical V-shape (or that everything would 
appear in pairs; two houses, two wheels, two trees). This is not a “map,” 
instead the roads are likely to depict the “process of going” from one place 
to the other (cf, Dart & Lai Pradhan, 1967). In the present case, symmetry 
seems to be determined greatly by aesthetic concerns. Many drawings de
pict parallel rows of houses, and in that case there are also ecological equiv
alents in that many villagized sites are in fact arranged along parallel roads 
(Drawing 10, next page).

In Drawing 10, the scene is not depicted in central perspective realism. 
Instead it is depicted as if it is seen from an aerial viewpoint, on the one 
hand (the roads), and from two different frontal viewpoints, on the other, 
not from one central viewpoint. By ignoring the canons of central perspec
tive realism, the artist has achieved a high degree of symmetry.

In her analysis of rural Kenyan children’s drawings, Court (1989) has 
commented on the absence of so-called baseline drawings. In the present
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Drawing 10. Villagization. With peasants’ silos and (newly planted) trees. 
(Boy, 11 years)

material, baseline compositions are again markedly absent. Space is prima
rily construed in terms of symmetrical rows, free floating objects or encir- 
culations.

Text

One third (33%) of the present pictures contain fidel texts as integral 
elements enclosed within the contours of the drawings as such (e.g., Draw
ing 1 and 3 above). The text can then be seen as a type of picture element, as 
it were. For instance, buildings are often differentiated through disambigua
ting texts. The fidel texts were commonly decoratively placed on the roofs 
of the picture houses, forming integral parts of the buildings. Except for 
such integrated texts, a great number of drawings contain fidel sub-titles, 
placed under/above or to the side of the drawing, texts that disambiguate the 
picture content. On the whole, explanatory texts are much more common 
than we would find in most comparable materials from, say, Swedish or 
American 12-year-olds (cf, Drawing 11).
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Drawing 11. Oxen. Fidel text to the right ‘farm ing’ (Boy, 10 years)

Under the reins (to the right), there is a fidel text which says ‘farming’ (in 
Roman script transliteration). This text disambiguates the drawing in that it 
defines the picture’s motif (“farming11). As can be seen, the text is drawn in 
a way that matches the lines and texture of the animal. In other drawings, the 
text is shaped to follow the curves of the road (Drawing 3) or it is decora- 
tively placed on the roof of a building (Drawing 9, above).

Abstractions

There is a great number of busts, torsos, pin men and other abstractions 
in the present material. The oxen above (Drawing 11), illustrates a pin man 
type of animal abstraction. Pin man figures are often used to depict move
ment and action in a way that produces quite lively and informative scenes 
(e.g., Drawing 12, next page).

Various abstractions were employed for representing people; pin men as 
in Drawing 12, armless torsos (Drawing 1), and busts (Drawing 4). Arm
less torsos or busts are found in 18% of all the pictures of people. In view of 
these subjects' limited drawing experience, pin man abstractions represent 
an ingenious solution to the technical problem of depicting movement. The 
depiction of movement is quite a demanding task (see, e.g., Goodnow, 
1980). Western children who, for instance, produce quite “realistic” draw
ings of human faces may still have great difficulties in portraying action. In 
the pin man formula (which at times appears to derive some of its plasticity 
from the fidel graphs), our subjects have found one way to abstract move
ment. As shown in our earlier exemplifications (Drawing 4), simple head
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Drawing 12. Household work and football (Boy, 12 years)

abstractions, if used repeatedly, can also be effectively and economically 
used for conveying the impression of a crowd (class).

Pin man figures at times seem to borrow features from the fidels. The 
fidel script approaches calligraphy in that it harbours a certain open-ended- 
ness. The same grapheme can be written in a variety of different ways, and 
there are also different graphemes (fidels) for the same syllables. In many 
ways, there are less sharp boundaries between text and drawing than what 
we would find in most comparable sets of Western children’s drawings. 
Within most Western type school contexts, drawing activities are strictly 
classified as artistic activities and separated from reading and writing. More
over, art lessons teach children both directly and indirectly how art is to be 
defined within a specific cultural context (Bernstein, 1975; Rosario and 
Collazo, 1981). In such teaching, drawing and painting are strictly separated 
from other activities.

However, our subjects have not been taught drawing to the same extent 
as same age children in highly technologized societies. This probably also 
explains part of the freshness of the present drawings. Winner and Gardner
(1982) have reported a U-shaped curve in aesthetic production, with pre
schoolers producing more interesting art products than most school children 
who in turn, typically produce less interesting drawings than adolescents 
and adults. Many of the present drawings are less schematic, more flexible
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in style than much picture material among same age children in more tech- 
nologized societies. One explananation could be that Ethiopian children in 
rural areas and small towns have not been exposed to the massive influence 
of the canons of photographic realism. No rigid aesthetic order is firmly 
prescribed for these subjects.

Aesthetic Code and Social Scaling
The present drawings show how aesthetics is more culturally bound than 

commonly acknowledged by most writers on children’s art. For instance, 
the artist’s self (human figure of same generation and same sex) is generally 
not the focus of these non-Western children’s drawings. Another simple 
finding is quite instructive. Out of 527 drawings containing one or more 
persons, only one drawing shows a person who is smiling. This can be con
trasted with people stereotyping in many Western materials. Quite likely, 
advertisements and norms for posing for photographs form important fac
tors in more mass-media influenced depiction. Again, we can see how aes- 
theticism is shaped by cultural canons rather than merely by development 
trends.

We have tried to show how the present subjects are quite concerned about 
adult societal events. The social scaling of picture elements reflects their 
concerns about water supplies, modernity, work, etc. These concerns are 
also reflected in the type of persons depicted. As shown, the very great ma
jority of the children chose to draw adults rather than children, and if there 
are children in the drawings, they are never central gestalts. Compared to 
drawings from more industrialized countries, these drawings are much less 
child-centred. The drawings do not depict a self-centred (child-centred) uni
verse. In contrast, the children are deeply concerned with work themes and 
with the adult world.

Aesthetic concerns seem to form important parameters in our present 
material. As shown, deviations from central perspective realism often serve 
to produce interesting and well-balanced compositions— see for instance 
the rhythmical pattern formed by the unrealistically small door in relation to 
the window-shutter in one of the houses (Drawing 5), or the triangular pat
tern reoccurring in the roofs as well as in the woman’s X-ray dispay of legs 
(Drawing 7). Likewise, the literacy class drawing (Drawing 4) is composi- 
tionally balanced with the floating pupils to the right matching the artist’s 
utilization of the wall to the left. In terms of photographic realism, this draw
ing is far from the mark, but aesthetically it is well composed.

In terms of pictorial economy, the abstractions of the present drawings 
are often strikingly effective. At best, these abstractions are thus both deco
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rative and pictorially economic as in the bust figures of the literacy class 
(Drawing 4). Similarly, pin men are often quite sophisticated in terms of 
plasticity, with complex actions being indicated with a few bold lines.

Using a few simple lines, the children managed to express quite sophisti
cated themes (the literacy campaign; modernization, etc). Subjects coped 
by employing various strategies that all happen to deviate in various ways 
from central perspective realism: social size scalings of content rather than 
the conventional size scaling of the projective perspective as well as X-ray 
and mixed perspectives, the repeated use of fidel text elements, simple 
shapes and other abstractions. Some of these strategies (size scaling, X-ray 
and mixed perspective) form examples of what Luquet called intellectual 
realism. Yet, we have preferred to see them as examples of what we call 
social scaling. All these graphic strategies were used to produce pictures 
that combine informativeness with the economy of a simplicist aestheti- 
cism.

Table 1. Dual functions o f  graphic strategies

Graphic strategies Function in
aesthetic code pictorial code

Abstractions Economy, clarity
Simplicity, elegance

Repetitions Economization of
Balance; rhythm; symmetry formula(s)

X-ray Maximizing information
Balance; rhythm; symmetry

Mixed perspective Marking subjective
Pictorial variety importance & maximizing

information

Size transformations Marking subjective
Pictorial variety importance & maximizing

information

Fidel texts Disambiguation of icons
Pattern equivalencies
(rhythm, balance)
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The children produced pictorially economic and articulate drawings. Yet, 
their drawing skills have little to do with the projective perspective of cen
tral perspective realism. Rather, the present graphic strategies can be ex
plained in terms of social scaling, on the one hand, and aesthetic considera
tions, on the other. The present drawings support Arnheim’s (1974) theoret
ical stance concerning the central role of aestheticism. In our analyses, we 
have shown how the drawings can be studied in terms of dual functions; the 
informative, pictorial function on the one hand, and the aesthetic function, 
on the other

Visual thinking as reflected in children’s drawings also reflects the aes
theticism of symmetry, balance, etc. In terms of an ecological type of theo
rizing, the present drawings reflect what the children “see,” within the so
cial scaling of their world. This is, however, but half the truth. Children’s 
drawings reflect what children see within a specific aesthetic order and are 
thus more than merely the geometric solutions to specific task. They are 
also products of art.
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Dr Brent Wilson 
The Pennsylvania State University

Empire of Signs Revisited: Children’s Manga 
and the Changing Face of Japan

Roland Barthes (1982) begins his Empire o f  Signs with these words:

If I want to imagine a fictive nation, I can give it an invented name, 
treat it declaratively as a novelistic object, create a new Garabagne so 
as to compromise no real country by my fantasy (though it is the that 
fantasy itself I compromise by the signs of literature). I can also— 
though in no way claiming to represent or to analyze reality itself 
(these being the major gestures of Western discourse)—isolate some
where in the world (faraway) a certain number of features (a term 
employed in linguistics), and out of these features deliberately form a 
system. It is this system which I shall call: Japan (p. 3).

Later in his introduction Barthes explains that in attending to the system 
of signs that he calls Japan he will ignore (leave aside is his term) vast 
regions of darkness (capitalist Japan, American acculturation, technologi
cal development), as he focuses “a slender thread of light [to] search out not 
other symbols but the very fissure of the symbolic. I wish to do the oppo
site; I plan to shine a less well focused lamp on a particular class of symbols 
of Japan— symbols that reveal crass capitalism, curious visions of techno
logical utopianism. Western acculturation, collective myths, and the radi
cal reshaping of the face of Japan. In this fictive country that so intrigues 
Barthes and me, I found the signs I was looking for in the popular arts and 
in children’s art inspired by them.

We now know that the ways in which children depict humans, animals 
and objects in their drawings vary from country to country and culture to 
culture (Aronsson & Anderson, 1996, Wilson, 1987, Wilson and Litgvoet, 
1992, Wilson & Wilson, 1979, 1981, 1984), and although cultural graphic 
influences on the style of children’s drawings has been documented, the 
consequences of various kinds of culturally-based graphic influences on 
children has not been studied. It would require a series of complex and
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subtle studies to answer questions such as: If one culture provides graphic 
models that are radically different from those of another, and if children use 
those models, does it make a difference to their lives, to the way they see 
themselves, to the way they conceive of their society, to the way they con
struct their views of the world? Nevertheless, if we are to understand the 
role that different forms of artmaking play in the lives of children, we need 
to look for answers. We must also begin to explore various ways in which 
to arrive at answers to these questions.

One of the predominant cultural graphic influences on the style of young 
people’s drawings is that of the popular media; and there may be no country 
where the influence is more pronounced than in Japan. As this study will 
show, when Japanese children enter kindergarten, some of their drawings 
already reflect one or more of several distinct styles of manga, an influence 
that becomes ubiquitous as Japanese children grow older. (Manga are the 
graphic narratives found in the comic books read by the Japanese from in
fancy into adulthood.) The strong manga influence present in Japanese chil
dren’s drawings raises important issues relating to the role of media in pro
viding models through which children understand themselves and their so
ciety. The use of manga by Japanese children also provides an opportunity 
to study the “collusion” between commercial forces and children in shap
ing conceptions of national identity.

A Graphic Narration Task: 
Classifications of Characters and Styles

I am currently conducting two related inquiries into the graphic narra
tives of Japanese children. One study involves an analysis of thematic con
tent and narrative structure of these manga-influenced graphic narratives. 
The second more basic study, reported here, is directed to an analysis of 
manga types and styles of figures relating to the depiction of human, ani
mal, and other characters. As a researcher in 1997, however, I find myself 
torn between modern and postmodern desires. On the one hand I feel a 
compulsion to study cognition, to present classifications, and to point to a 
table of statistics relating to the types of characters Japanese children depict 
in their graphic narratives. On the other hand, what I really wish to do is to 
read the graphic narrative characters as signs that will inform us about chil
dren, art, and culture. I ’ll try to have it both ways.

Children’s sequential narrative drawings have been studied for two dec
ades (Wilson & Wilson, 1983, 1987). In 1988, as part of an ongoing cross- 
cultural study of children’s story drawings, the author visited various re
gions of Japan to collect samples of young peoples’ drawings. In schools in
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and around Joyetsu, Monbetsu, Nagasaki, Osaka, and Utsinomya, 1151 stu
dents in kindergarten, second, fourth, and sixth grades were given sheets of 
12 x 16 1/2 inch paper on which six 4 1 / 4x4  3/4 inch frames were printed. 
(Subjects could use as many sheets of paper as they wished.) Instructions 
were to draw a story by creating characters, placing them in settings, show
ing what happens, what happens next, and how things finally turn out. In 
short, students were asked to produce graphic narratives much like they 
were accustomed to seeing in m anga.

The Classifications

Preliminary analyses of Japanese children’s graphic narratives revealed 
that most drawings were influenced by the popular media, especially m anga  
and anim a  (anim a  refers to animated cartoons). In fact, Japanese children’s 
drawings so closely resembled m anga  and anim a  that it was possible to 
develop a classification system based on specific types of m anga  charac
ters. The method of classification, in effect, consisted of asking, “what are 
the sources of the characters children put in their drawings and are those 
human, animal, and other characters drawn using the shapes and configura
tions for bodies, heads, eyes, hair, limbs, etc. that are found in commercial
ly produced m anga  and a n im a l”

Figures 1-3 (see next page) illustrate the major classifications used. They 
include (a) doll-like characters— the contemporary paradigmatic m anga  fe
male type’s heart-shaped face (although some are drawn with a flattened 
chin), saucer-shaped eyes, and razor-cut hair (the bodies range from elon
gated Barbie-like bodies to diminutive Cupie-doll types); (b) animals and 
birds— the most common is an anthropomorphic rabbit with enormous styl
ized ears and simple facial and body features (including other animals such 
as cats, bears, foxes, birds, and turtles—fish were not included in this clas
sification); (c) cyborgs and superheroes— the classification includes robot
ic types and humans with extraordinary powers; the most common cyborgs 
are an atomic-powered cat named Doraemon, superhuman samurai warri
ors, and robotic types; (d) monsters are limited to a few Godzilla types 
usually depicted as no larger than household pets; (e) comic characters in
clude a variety of types, nearly all of which invite derision because of their 
peculiar features and abnormalities; (f) other m anga  types consist primarily 
of humans, mostly males, with a variety of stylized features such as large 
eyes and shaggy hair, and vegetables and flowers often depicted with hu
man characteristics; (g) mixed types contain hints of some of the features 
from one or more of the foregoing m anga  types combined with features 
associated with Japanese child art; and (h) non-m anga  drawings— humans
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Figure 1. (A) Manga "Doll Types", (B) Amimals, and (C) Cyborgs
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Figure 2. (A) Other Manga Types, (B) Monsters, and (C) Comic Figures
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Figure 3. (A) Mixed Types (Influenced by Manga), and (B) Non-manga 
Types
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and animals (of the types children either borrow from one another, learn to 
draw from their observations of photographs and non-m anga  illustrations, 
or sometimes learn to draw by themselves). The non-m anga  classification 
also includes things such as architectural structures, automobiles, space 
ships, etc. containing features that are sometimes found in m anga  but which 
are difficult to attribute to specific m anga  styles. Some non-m anga  draw
ings are clearly associated with child art, others are stick figures, while a 
sizeable number depict sports figures such as baseball players (often simi
lar to the life-like figures found in m anga  sports stories but with insuffi
cient characteristics to identify them specifically with m anga). Finally, in 
the case of the youngest children, the classification included scribbles, and 
geometric and amorphous shapes.

Most of the narrative sequences consisted of six frames, but some chil
dren used as few as three and others as many as 16 frames. In the analyza- 
tion process all the frames were reviewed to determine whether one or more 
m anga-type characters were present in the sequence. (1) If one or more 
m anga-type characters were present, the one most dominant or the most 
characteristically m anga  character was classified. (2) When there was no 
clear indication of one or more m anga-like types in the narratives, a deter
mination was made regarding the presence of features that were influenced 
by m anga, but did not follow a paradigmatic m anga  style. These characters 
were classified as “mixed types.” (3) When characters, other objects, and 
things were judged not to have been influenced by m anga  they were placed 
in the non-m anga  classification.

Manga and Non -manga Type 
in Children’s Graphic Narratives

Table 1 shows a variety of different patterns in the use of m anga  charac
ters by Japanese children. Although only two-percent of kindergarten chil
dren produce the paradigmatic “doll” figure, the type continues to prolifer
ate until, by sixth grade, 19 percent of the drawings contain this “doll” fig
ure as the dominant type. Twelve percent of the kindergartners produced a 
prototypical animal character, and by second grade, 18 percent of the chil
dren’s narratives were built around these cuddly creatures. It is notable, 
however, that the incidence of cuddly creatures declines between second 
and sixth grade. Seven percent of the narratives, from kindergarten through 
sixth grade, were based on a cyborg character and there was little difference 
in usage among the grades. It is interesting that monsters were hardly used 
by any group. The presence of comic types was rare in kindergarten and 
second grade drawings, while fourth and sixth grade students employed
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comic types in their drawings between four and five percent of the time. 
The use of other manga types increased steadily from one percent in kin
dergarten to 25 percent in sixth grade. The classification “mixed types” 
reveals that a third of the kindergarten children may have tried to draw 
manga characters, but didn’t quite succeed. From second through sixth 
grade the presence of mixed types declines—perhaps indicating a growing 
mastery of manga features and types. Finally there is a decline in the pres
ence of non-manga types after kindergarten (46 percent). Approximately 
one third of the drawings of second through sixth grade depict non-manga 
styles and types.

Table 1

Percentages of Manga and Non-manga Types among Japanese Children

Grade Doll Animal
Bird

Cyborg Mon
ster

Comic
Type

Other
Manga

Mixed
Types

Non-
Manga

Kinder
garten
(94) 02 12 05 00 01 01 33 46

Second
(351) 12 18 09 03 01 04 18 34

Fourth
(409) 14 14 08 02 04 11 16 30

Sixth
(297) 19 06 05 01 05 25 14 25

Total
(1151) 11 13 07 02 03 10 20 34

When the types are combined for all four groups, 46 percent of Japanese 
children’s drawings in the sample show the direct influence of manga. 
When this figure is combined with the mixed types, two thirds of the Japa
nese drawings are influenced by manga. The influence of manga is proba
bly even higher than the data reveal. Some of the realistically drawn sports 
characters and things such as automobiles, space ships, and architectural 
structures found in manga, but not easily identifiable as manga styles, must 
surely have affected the children’s drawings. Moreover, many of the chil
dren who chose not to draw manga-type characters in their stories, proba
bly could have— if they had been invited to.
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In short, the influence of manga on the characters and features of Japa
nese children’s narrative drawings is enormous, but the central question 
here is: What does this mean? What are the possible consequences of Japa
nese children’s use of manga models? What difference might it make to 
their lives, to the way they see themselves, to the way they conceive of their 
society, to the way they construct their views of themselves and their world?

The Semiotic Study of Children’s Art: Pretexts and Texts
The entire Japanese manga industry can be seen as an enormous sign 

that contains a collection of other signs that when read, tell things about the 
Japanese people. When Japanese children create their own versions of man
ga, their modeling of adult manga may also be viewed as a sign composed 
of other signs. Every individual manga sequence drawn by a Japanese child 
becomes a sign that contains a collection of other signs. Therefore, Japa
nese children and their drawings can be understood by reading them as 
signs in relationship to larger signs and their constituent signs. That is to 
say, any individual drawing by a child can be read as a text that tells (1) 
something about the child and his or her interests, values, purposes, etc.; (2) 
about art including child art—its types, features, and functions; (3) about 
society and culture— the range of beliefs that individuals living together 
hold about themselves, about values, and about goals they either share or 
disagree about; and (4) when the children’s works are interpreted, those 
interpretations also tell us something about their interpreters. The signs 
found within and around the drawings of children provide connections to 
what has been called “absent items”— the things for which the signs stand 
(Bal, 1992,215). Just as in the interpretation of adult art, the meaning of the 
art of the child becomes possible only through a tension created among: (1) 
the pre-texts (Pollock, 1993, 530)— to both the dimensions of reality to 
which the child refers and the artistic traditions that affect the child’s work, 
(2) the texts— the child’s art works themselves, and (3) the post-text—the 
interests, values, and assumptions of the interpreters of child art (including 
both children and adults). In other words, when we study children’s art, we 
must look not only at what the child has represented, but also at its ante
cedents; and we must also look at ourselves and others in the act of study
ing child art.

Pretext: The Manga Industry

We have no graphic equivalent to Japan’s manga industry in the West. 
In the United States, for example, although a sizable number of young peo-
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pie read comic books at some time in their lives, in Japan nearly every child 
reads m anga  almost every week. In Japan one-third of all publishing is 
devoted to m anga. M anga  are published for pre-school and early school- 
age children. It is during the middle-school years that m anga  take a decid
edly gender-oriented turn; separate books are published for pre-teen and 
teenage girls and boys. A single weekly of around 400 to 450 pages (some 
monthlies have over 900 pages) might contain 20 or more serialized sto
ries—romance, seduction, pets, tennis, horseback riding, and adventure for 
girls, and for boys, Judo, historical fantasy, basketball, gag/slapstick, sci
ence fiction, soccer, police, comedy, baseball, and psycho-chic/occult. A 
steady reader of a single m anga  will devour over 1,600 pages each month, 
and it is worth noting that young people often purchase several different 
m anga  which they can “read” at great speed—four hundred pages in about 
half-an-hour.

What engenders such passionate “reading”? The m anga  industry has cre
ated a readership with a voracious appetite for the genre, and to publish 
m anga  is to engage in a highly competitive business. Publishing a success
ful magazine means gaining the profits that come from selling more than 
six million copies of a single magazine each week. To attract and keep that 
kind of readership, m anga  artists and their publishers must keep readers 
“hooked” by maintaining their current stable of characters in a perpetual 
state of romantic and adventurous uncertainty. At the same time they must 
create new characters which, if appealing enough, will gain a vast new read
ership and new profits. There are literally thousands of m anga  characters, 
and new m anga  characters are continually being created to replace less suc
cessful ones. In giving birth to new characters, however, m anga  artists and 
publishers walk a narrow line between convention and innovation. New 
creations must look like the m anga  characters which have already seduced 
readers; at the same time they must appear more attractive (or unattractive, 
as the case may be), possess greater powers, and do more marvelous things 
than the existing characters their creators hope they will replace. Once hav
ing developed the voracious Japanese appetite for m anga, artists and pub
lishers must continue with their endless variations on familiar themes.

It is the Japanese children themselves who, rather than remaining mere 
passive readers and consumers of m anga, may consort to collaborate with 
the forces of artistic capitalism. They organize m anga  clubs, create their 
own characters, draw stories, have them printed, share them with others, 
and even engage in the commercial aspects of m anga  by renting booths at 
m anga  conferences organized specifically for young people. At these con
ferences, some large and some small (at the 1990 conference, “Tokyo Car
nival,” there were over 800 booths and at least 1,700 different m anga  pub
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lications created by young people advertised in the convention catalogue), 
the clubs with names like “Active Boys,” “Cry Wolf,” and “Honey Dip” 
compete for prizes, advertise, and sell their publications— primarily to oth
er young people. Japanese children have recreated for themselves the very 
conditions that fuel the adult manga industry. Their motives, however, are 
probably more for fun than for profit.

The Texts

Should we be surprised that so many of the characters in the children’s 
story drawings have manga types as their source? Certainly the magnitude 
of the relationship between popular art and child art is unprecedented any
where in the world. What does it mean when an entire nation of manga 
creators and consumers, adults and children alike, decides that these are the 
characters through which it will play out its fantasies? Because the appro
priation of manga characters is perpetuated on such a massive scale, if we 
understood the phenomenon, then would we gain insights into Japanese 
people through their youngest members? This is the central question I wish 
to address. In offering my initial interpretations of the meaning of the man
ga character types appropriated by children I am somewhat confident of my 
ability to understand children’s drawings and graphic narratives and much 
less confident about commenting on the character of an entire nation. My 
readings are tentative at best. Nevertheless, 1 take pleasure in providing a 
multiplicity of readings, and even in giving contradictory interpretations.

Female Dolls with Saucer-shaped Eyes

What is it that fascinates us Westerners about the Japanese face? It is the 
eye. Barthes (1982) connected the Japanese eyelid to calligraphy. Likening 
an eye to forming an ideographic character, he wrote,

it is this same tracing of a pressure which we rediscover in the 
Japanese eye. As if the anatomist-calligrapher set his full brush on the 
inner corner of the eye and, turning it slightly, with a single line, as it 
must be in painting a la prima, opens the face with an elliptical slit 
which he closes toward the temple with a rapid turn of his hand; the 
stroke is perfect because simple, immediate, instantaneous, and yet 
ripe as those circles which it takes a lifetime to learn to make in a 
single sovereign gesture (p. 99).

And how very different the contemporary manga eye is from the elegant 
narrow line of Barthes’ description and also how different from women’s
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eyes in the woodcuts of Hokusai (the original m anga). Today’s m anga  fac
es come with circular eyes nearly the size of saucers. Indeed, with their 
blond hair, the faces of these Barbie Doll-like females have the appearance 
of “the other.” It is almost as if the entire nation has conspired to change its 
face from Asian to Caucasian.

M anga  artists draw these non-Japanese humans with eyes that some
times fill a third of the face, and their eager young apprentices do them one 
better— sometimes filling half the facial area with eyes nearly the size of 
automobile headlights. In their narrative drawings many Japanese demon
strate that they have mastered the m anga  eye; eyes sparkle with huge high
lights, star bursts, and pearl-like strings of secondary highlights. Children 
have mastered even more than the expressive eyes. When coupled with 
mouth shapes, hand gestures, and body language they clearly signal an 
amazing array of emotions and states of being: eagerness, apprehension, 
seductiveness, distress, wonder, innocence, evil. (These expressive features 
are seldom found in children’s drawings which have not been influenced by 
m anga.)  Although the graphic models had their origin with the work of 
adult m anga  artists, now that young people have ways to circulate their 
creations, models for drawing m anga  characters travel from child to child 
through m anga  clubs and m anga  conference catalogues. Influences travel 
from top to bottom, laterally, and if we were to examine them closely per
haps influences might even be found to travel from gifted younger children 
to older ones. We might even look to see if adult m anga  artists are influ
enced by their younger counterparts. This speculation notwithstanding, 
m anga  models are there to follow, and follow them children do— with as
tonishing skill.

But why are the models there in the first place? Why is it that over 90 
percent of the female figures found in young people’s m anga  convention 
catalogues have eyes that contradict the anatomical Japanese eye? Schodt
(1983) claims that it is evidence of a “revolution in the way Japanese peo
ple view— or wish to view themselves” (p. 92). I agree, and I also think that 
there are both simpler and more complicated reasons. Any creator of cheese
cake art knows that humans are attracted to large eyes. “Make the eyes like 
saucers and you can get away with anything,” that’s what my Detroit land
lord and airbrush school owner, J. Zeller Allen, taught me in 1957. But we 
also need to look further. The Japanese are attracted to foreign physiogno
mies, especially Nordic types “An aesthetic fascination for the West is ... 
evident in modern Japan. Fashion magazines use blondes from Sweden and 
California to show Japanese designed clothes; Caucasian dummies stand 
stiffly in Japanese shop windows; students decorate their dormitory walls 
with P layboy  magazine pinups” (Buruma, 1984, p. 51).
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I think that the doll-like figures represent “the Japanese” and “the other” 
simultaneously. The doll-like figures provide a way for Japanese people to 
construct, for example, the “wide-eyed” features that they see in and ad
mire about themselves, but they also reveal a longing for more of that fea
ture—to look more as “the other” looks. Is it also possible that by drawing 
these doll-like figures, Japanese children think of themselves as possessing 
these idealized features while at the same time, unconsciously, expressing a 
dissatisfaction with themselves.

Animals: Mostly Rabbits

In Japan chojugiga, ink scrolls showing humorous pictures of birds and 
animals engaging in human activities, were painted as early as the twelfth 
century (Schodt, 1983, p. 30). In the famous chojugiga in the Kozanji Bud
dhist temple near Kyoto, rabbits, foxes, monkeys, and frogs converse, read, 
and gesture. Indeed, the chojugiga are the forerunners of manga. Contem
porary manga, especially those created for preschool age children are filled 
with animal characters—especially rabbits.

When animals are depicted as humans, we may assume that different 
animal species provide ways to examine particular human traits of charac
ter and behavior. Monkeys, as the young Chinese artist Yani (Wai-Ching 
Ho, 1989) shows, provide ways to explore deviousness, playfulness, and 
mischief. But what is the meaning of the placid huggable rabbit with large 
ears, found in manga produced for very young people and reproduced by 
young children?

My reading is this: the rabbit is a cipher, albeit a cute one. Although 
visually appealing, the rabbit’s most notable characteristic is a blankness 
that when reproduced time and time again results in the very epitome of 
sameness. Is the rabbit a sign of conformity and of the complacency desired 
especially in little girls? Does the rabbit character provide the opportunity 
to practice staying in line, being satisfied with following rules, doing ordi
nary things? Is it a sign that one should be like everyone else—not to stand 
out within the group? Is it the ultimate sign of cohesion where individual 
interests and desires are subordinated to those of the group? At the very 
least, when young children borrow animal characters such as the rabbit from 
manga, personality is reduced nearly to the point of disappearance.

It is fascinating that adult publishers present these cute animals in mag
azines directed to the youngest children and it is the youngest children who 
employ the figures in their own drawings. (Twice as many are found in the 
drawings of kindergartners as sixth graders.) Adults give children what they 
assume children want and children reciprocate by reading the magazines
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and drawing their own versions of the cute little animals whose occupation 
is to play it safe, follow the rules, and passively engage in the most ordinary 
of everyday activities. The cute animals who present the orderly and man
nered side of Japanese behavior, however, have their counterparts in cy
borgs and superheroes.

Cyborgs

As in the West, manga has its share of characters who possess extraordi
nary mental and physical powers. The superheroes of sorts that Japanese 
children produce may have their roots in samurai traditions, they may come 
from muscular robots with mechanical prowess (patterned after characters 
such as Mazinger Z who is controlled by a young man from a cockpit inside 
its head), or they may be taken directly from types who are tiny but quick
witted. Indeed, no manga character appropriated by young children is more 
clever than Doraemon, the diminutive atomic-powered cat who “suddenly 
materialized from the top drawer of [his] young [friend] Nobita’s desk one 
day... The desk-drawer was a gateway to the Fourth Dimension, and so 
was Doraemon’s Kangaroo-like pouch, which could produce almost any
thing Nobita wanted” (Schodt, 1983, 14). Doraemon fulfills wishes by tak
ing his friend on adventure filled journeys, cleverly solving problems, and 
serving as Nobita’s protector. If a threat or a need arises Doraemon can 
obtain from his pouch the gadget or the means that will overcome any dif
ficulty or obtain any desired thing.

Doraemon is much like the children who eagerly draw him in their own 
stories. He is tiny, cute, and clever, and he has control over his world in 
ways that the young child can only wish. The places he goes may represent 
the unknown—journeys into the future. When Doraemon gets into difficul
ty, he possesses the “inner resources” needed to solve the problem— in his 
pouch. When children draw the cyborg Doraemon stories, they symbolical
ly rehearse ways to overcome difficulties.

From the standpoint of the nation, symbolically overcoming difficulties 
and solving endless problems is good practice for kids in a small country 
whose survival depends upon the development of the one natural resource 
it has in abundance—the minds of its young people. Japan’s future rests 
with its children who must eventually make their contributions to its con
tinuing prosperity by creating the next in a never-ending series of techno
logical miracles. Doraemon and other cyborgs represent power, intellect, 
and ingenuity—not bad qualities to possess— and to practice possessing.

The contrast between the passive cute animals and the cyborgs, one of 
whom is himself a cute animal, illustrate the complexities—even the con
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tradictions—in the character models presented to and used by Japanese chil
dren. At the same time that children must follow rules and lead ordinary 
lives, they must also practice ingenuity and imagination. In manga they 
find models for both types of behavior.

Comic Characters

The comic category consists of a clutter of characters—many of whom 
are ugly, undesirable, and funny. For example, there are short ugly males 
with buck teeth, squinty eyes, glasses, and runny noses, and characters with 
undesirable physical features such as obesity. Whereas the doll-like charac
ters are signs of the selves-we-see and the “others” we wish to be, most of 
the “assorted others” are the selves-we-wish-not-to-be and the selves-we- 
are-afraid-other-might-see. In they main they are characters that invite de
rision and disgust. And what purposes might they serve? The child who 
draws one of these characters can feel superior to the poor and pitied crea
tures. Indeed, they provide the opportunity to discriminate, to belittle, to 
revile, and to look down upon “the other” who is so different from the ideal 
self. Is it also possible, however, that within this derision, there is the subtle 
hint of insecurity—the quiet raising of the personal question “is this me?” 
and the social question “is this us?” Do these characters represent the “us 
we are afraid others might think we are?” or even “the people we some
times, deep down, think we actually are?” Are these “assorted others” signs 
of individual or national insecurity? At the very least, when children draw 
comic characters the have the opportunity to feel superior to others. It’s 
also interesting that few Japanese children avail themselves of the opportu
nity to draw the comic characters that are found in manga.

Other Manga Types, Including Monsters

This final classification is like a broom closet into which all the rest to 
the manga-type characters are placed. There are the ideal male characters 
with razor-cut hair and large eyes—but not as large as those of the female 
doll characters. There are cute little humanoid characters that have the blank 
cipher quality of the rabbit characters described above, but without the ears. 
There are characters formed from vegetables, fruit, and flowers. There are 
the monsters, many looking like a cross between miniature dinosaurs and 
dragons. And there are turd characters and piles of shit that take on odorous 
lives of their own. One character, a shit-samurai, is a fascinating sign. He is 
almost handsome and not without appeal until the viewer remembers of 
what substance his head is composed. Here is a hero with characteristics of
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the “pure” warrior tradition mockingly formed of impure substance— a hero 
who attracts and repels simultaneously.

Because the “other” classification is so broad, it is not possible to make 
a single generalization regarding the roles that these characters might play. 
Nevertheless, in some respects, the classification reinforces the notion that 
the characters are related to the variety of roles that individuals might play 
in Japanese society. The characters provide the means to act as-if one had 
certain attributes, potentials, or handicaps. They provide ways to experi
ence symbolically what it is like to be handsome, dim witted, desirable, 
offensive, different, or nearly anonymous through one’s featurelessness. 
This classification contains almost the same range of features and charac
ters found in the individual types discussed above. Curiously, however, 
some of these characters are composed of contradictory traits.

The Non-Manga Types

The non-manga types appear bland, especially when compared to the 
distinctive characters children model after manga. Most possess ordinary 
looks, ordinary powers, and in the main, they do ordinary things. They sim
ply don’t have much fun when compared to their distinctive manga coun
terparts. Has this viewer/reader become addicted to manga? The realistical
ly drawn sports heroes are the exception, they do show lots of action; they 
do not, however, display much emotion. They may show a range of human 
actions, but the characters lack the personality and the capacity for human 
feeling and emotion displayed by the manga characters. They seem less 
interesting to this viewer, so much so, that I wonder if their tightly circum
scribed range of potential might also be felt by Japanese children. I wonder 
if the manga characters and fabulous variety of potentials, when activated 
through appropriation, don’t make the ordinary ways of being seem some
what dull.

Some Tentative Conclusions

In the manga-\ike characters found in Japanese children’s graphic narra
tives we see what happens when the youngest members of a society make 
use of a pervasive elaborate system of shared images that carry meaning, 
beliefs, values, and understanding. Curiously, it is possible to attribute to 
the children’s process of appropriation precisely what Jerome Bruner at
tributes to education— the complex process of fitting a culture to the needs 
of its individual members while permitting children simultaneously to ex
plore ways of knowing to the needs of the culture (Bruner, 1996).



17 6  T h e  C u ltu r a l  C o n tex t

The one large sign, m anga  (and for the purposes of this study, m anga  
characters) signifies how the Japanese people see themselves, how they 
want to see themselves, and how they are both attracted to and repelled by 
“the other.” Through m anga  Japanese children are presented with charac
ters that are ready to fulfill the potentials of their types. Individually they 
show desirable and undesirable traits of character— the traits that must be 
cultivated or discounted. Nevertheless, the m anga  characters must be un
derstood collectively, not just individually. Collectively the m anga  charac
ter types provide the opportunity for acting out social roles— the opportuni
ty to explore what is it like to be beautiful, ugly, cute, plain, ordinary, ex
traordinary, brilliant, stupid, clever, powerful, stigmatized, revered. The 
facets of the “Japanese character” revealed by adult-created m anga  and 
child-appropriated m anga  are filled with contradictions— some blatant and 
some subtle.

M anga  characters appropriated by children reveal the complexity of 
learning what it means to be Japanese, and Japanese children’s drawings 
reveal how quickly and how thoroughly children model the complexities of 
being a Japanese person in Japanese society. The children’s drawings also 
reveal the complexity of the task of maintaining collective images of “our
selves” while at the same time coping with change and rehearsing roles of 
individual and collective innovation in both the national and international 
realms. I think m anga  drawings offer advantages to Japanese children which 
many children in other countries do not have. They provide a marvelous 
means through which to experiment. At the same time the character mod
els, through which Japanese children plot their individual and collective 
futures, are frequently shallow, stereotypical, and uni-dimensional in prob
lematic ways. At the same time that m anga  characters provide possibilities 
for innovative behavior, they may also perpetuate stereotypical thinking 
and ways of behaving.

Nevertheless, I must express the awe I feel in the presence of children’s 
manga-appropriating process. Because of m anga  models, Japanese chil
dren draw differently from children in other cultures— and far more skill
fully than most. (They also draw differently because of the highly struc
tured school program, but their m anga  drawings bear little resemblance to 
the contour-like drawings they make during art classes. Japanese children, 
in effect, speak two graphic languages, one belonging to the school and one 
belonging to the popular arts [Wilson, 1997].) Because of m anga  Japanese 
children take fuller advantage of the graphic/symbolic system—use it more 
effectively as a tool for human understanding— than any group of young 
people I have observed anywhere on the globe. Rather than being inhibited 
by the character models served up by m anga, Japanese children improvise
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upon the possibilities provided by the character models. Through the ap
propriation and creation of their own m anga  characters they grasp dimen
sions of human cognition and emotion, pay collective, albeit largely uncon
scious, attention the ways Japanese people might be and behave, and grasp 
(also unconsciously) the significance of what it means to act as an individ
ual within a conforming society. For these reasons, and more, I think draw
ing after m anga  characters liberates more than it constrains Japanese chil
dren.

My reading of and writing about the m anga  industry pretext, children’s 
m anga  character texts, and some possible post-textual consequences relat
ing to Japanese children and the Japanese people now becomes a text that 
awaits reading by others. I must confess that my reading of Japanese chil
dren’s m anga  texts fascinates me far more than my reading of their school- 
art texts. Indeed, after children’s m anga, most school art is a bit boring— 
for me. I wonder if it is for children too. The m anga  clubs created by chil
dren and young people provide evidence of the allure of graphic narrative. 
That allure can surely be attributed to the stimulation children receive when 
they create m anga. But the pay-off is more than mere stimulation. M anga, 
it seems, excites children’s cognitive growth in ways that we adults may 
not even have begun to imagine. I await the readings of others that contra
dict my reading of the “Empire of [manga] Signs.”
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Family vs. Peers: 
Themes in Mongolian and Cuban Children’s 

Visual Narratives

Since the dawn of the modem study of children's drawings, slightly more 
than one hundred years ago, little light has been shed on these drawings 
from a social or cultural vantage point. Early studies looked for “natural” 
developmental sequences or looked upon a child’s drawing as a “window” 
into his or her soul, assuming that children project their emotions and mo
tives into their drawings (see Thomas & Silk, 1990, for a review). Other 
scholars compared children’s “art” to works of the sophisticated artist and 
appreciated the supposedly free and spontaneous self-expression found in 
young children’s drawings (see Winner, 1982, for a review).

Recent studies of children’s drawings proceed in two major directions. 
First, there are the process approaches, which consider drawings as con
structions rather than as simple “print-outs” of mental contents (Thomas & 
Silk, 1990). According to this view, earlier studies failed to consider ade
quately the process of making a drawing as well as the structure of the fin
ished product. Secondly, there are the sociocultural approaches discussed in 
this book. Based on gender studies, historical investigations or cross-cultur
al comparisons, these approaches question the prevailing view that chil
dren’s drawings are free and spontaneous. Instead, thoughts and emotions 
of children are mediated by symbol systems, genres and conventions or sche
mata that regulate both what can be said and how it is said. These systems 
and conventions, it is argued, are socially constructed rather than spontane
ously invented by each member of a society.

A Cross-Cultural Approach
Cross-cultural comparisons will help us to observe variations in chil

dren’s drawings and to assess the strength of the sociocultural argument. If
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cultural graphic influences are, in fact, seen not only in content, but also in 
the structure of children’s drawings, these influences have to be taken into 
consideration by any developmental theory (Freedman, 1997).

The aim of the present study is to examine the variations among chil
dren’s drawings in two cultures: Mongolia and Cuba. These cultures were 
chosen to represent differences in terms of both modernization and social 
organization. In Mongolian society the nomadic pattern of life, with at least 
two seasonal moves, is still prevalent, although urbanization, schools and 
television have an increasing impact. The country is sparsely populated with 
only one major city. In Cuba, 75 percent of the population live in densely 
populated areas. Due to the socialist and egalitarian regime, the welfare of 
the general population is more advanced than in most neighboring countries 
in Latin America, in spite of the collapse of the Soviet trade block and the 
US blockade of the island nation.

Altogether 300 storyboards, with four panels (frames) each, were col
lected and analyzed with regard to pictorial elements, themes and narrative 
structure. 151 boys and 149 girls filled out these storyboards. In both na
tional samples, the average age was 10-12 years, which corresponds to a 
level where public schools still have a heterogeneous population. Story
boards are ‘still’ scenes for motion pictures, preplanned and laid out in 
frames (Eisner, 1985). In the present study, however, no associations to 
motion pictures were suggested. The participants were encouraged to use 
the “boards,” consisting of frames and captions, to draw whatever sequen
tial stories they liked. Details on the “storyboard method” are presented in a 
teacher’s manual below (see Appendix 2). Here the reader will find a ra
tionale for the task as well as guidelines for its administration. Suggestions 
are given on how a richer background for interpreting the results can be 
achieved and utilized in teacher training and research. Also a supplementa
ry approach, “the polarization method,” is described. This method was ap
plied in Cuba, but the analysis of the data thus obtained lies beyond the 
scope of this paper.

All storyboards were coded according to the same set of categories: (1) 
Pictorial elements (a description of items that recur in the drawings: people, 
houses, trees, etc.; in all 15-20 items, varying in content dependent on the 
country); (2) Representation of human figures (schematic, stick figures, 
differentiation by sex and age, details of dress, facial expressions, minimal 
(< 1 cm) or dominant (> 3.5 cm) figures); (3) Spatial configurations 
(changes in size within picture planes, foreground and background, linear 
perspective, inverted perspective); (4) Cultural models (political propagan
da, children’s books, action movies, etc.); (5) Major themes (e.g. school 
activities, country life, children playing; in all 10-15 entries); (6) Narrative
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structure (dramatic, temporal, descriptive); (7) Central characters (no cen
tral character (CC), the subject being CC, other than the subject being CC; 
girl, boy, young woman, young man, woman or man being CC); (8) Minor 
characters (likewise classified by sex and age).

Before presenting the main study, I will describe its origins during a 
visit to Nepal. The drawings collected during that visit, together with a 
small Swedish sample, spurred my curiosity and guided further research 
efforts.

A Pilot Study in Nepal

The Katmandu study

During a visit to Nepal in 1993,1 was invited to The Gyanyunj Boarding 
High School in the outskirts of Katmandu. This is a secondary school with 
mainly middle class students, i.e. neither an élite school nor a school for 
poor children. Many children come from neighboring villages and spend 
weekday nights at the school.

Inspired by Brent and Marjorie Wilson (1983) and Lise Maj Hansen 
(1990), a Danish scholar, I decided to study Nepalese children’s sequential 
narrative drawings. I thought that a number of sequenced panels would pro
vide children with a leeway for safe exploration of the world. Furthermore, 
by using these panels, the task would not readily be defined as a test situa
tion and invite itself to the stereotypes of “school art.” Hansen (1990), in her 
study of Danish students between 10 and 11 years of age, used storyboards 
with 15 panels and space for text. In my opinion, that many panels would be 
too demanding for students less familiar with drawing. Instead I drew and 
copied a storyboard consisting of four panels with three lines for text be
neath each frame.

The storyboards were handed out to a group of 26 students, 13 boys and 
13 girls. The median age was 14 years, with a range from 11 to 17 years. I 
found no obvious relationship between age and drawing ability. In fact, the 
most advanced drawing, with linear perspective, differentiated rendering of 
human beings, and cutting of figures by the frame, was made by a 12 year- 
old boy (Figure 1, see Appendix 1). The students were encouraged to draw 
anything they liked, as far as there was a beginning, an end, and something 
that happened in-between. All students, except for one, managed without 
difficulty to draw four images of their own within half an hour. All images 
had commentary notes in fairly good English.
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Themes, elements, and structure

An examination of the Nepalese children’s drawings reveals a rich and 
varied content. There are two main themes: village life and the country of 
Nepal. The country of Nepal is the most common theme among the boys, 
while slightly more girls than boys chose to describe village life. Seventy 
percent of the students chose to portray one of these two themes.1

Village life is often described in terms of what is happening in the morn
ing, in the middle of the day, in the evening, and at night. A 15 year-old girl 
depicts: (1) a sunny day with a girl sitting on a swing outside her parents’ 
house; (2) she goes to the market to buy flowers (background: mountains, 
birds, and sun; foreground: a school, a temple, and a flower shop with a 
saleswoman); (3) she returns home and starts to prepare the evening meal 
(background: dark clouds, stars, and a black sun or full moon; foreground: 
an x-ray picture of the house with the girl, a few pots and pans, and a lamp); 
(4) it is night, everyone is sleeping, and it begins to rain.

Several students chose to depict the country o f  Nepal during various sea
sons (the rainy season etc.). The narratives often imply a celebration of 
one’s country, as in the following sequence of pictures made by a 12 year- 
old boy (Figure 1): (1) Nepal, her natural beauty which attracts tourists 
(background: mountains covered by snow; foreground: fertile fields); (2) 
Nepalese women in the Himalayas (foreground: women harvesting); (3) 
Nepal is poor in money but rich in beauty (sunlit temple and a few houses 
along a river); (4) the life of the farmers and their poor houses (a farmer 
with an ax in front of the woods, a cart, and a house).

Another central theme, which appears in one fifth of the narratives, is 
environmental problems (soil erosion, air pollution, unclean water, litter
ing). A 15 year-old girl depicts how the motherland suffered from flood: (1) 
Many houses are standing near the river but no grass or trees are left; (2) 
since no crops have been planted, there comes a flood; the motherland is in 
a bad situation, the river is out of control (the panel shows how the river 
overflows its banks and big tears are falling down from the eyes of Mother 
Nepal); (3) then everybody begins to plant crops and trees; the river is 
blocked by big stones; (4) all Nepalese are happy; the motherland is very 
happy (a smiling Mother Nepal, surrounded by heads representing different 
castes and ethnic groups).

In only two of the narratives, there is a main character: one depicts how 
a village girl spends her day (see above), the other expresses the “wonder
ful experience” of a girl going to school. The latter is applying images in
spired by mass media, with the main character looking like Mickey Mouse; 
however, the story told by this 13 year-old girl bears the stamp of a genuine
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personal experience (Figure 2): (1) Myself dreaming about going to school, 
when I first heard that I was admitted; (2) when I went to school for the first 
time, I was very happy and enjoyed being with friends and teachers; (3) 
when I returned home, I told about the wonderful experience of going to 
school; (4) our school took us out for a picnic and we enjoyed ourselves by 
playing, taking a trip by boat, etc. (island with a shop, ice-cream stall, and 
anything one could wish for).

Five pictorial elements are repeated through almost all (85 percent or 
more) of the sequential narratives: trees, the sun, houses, mountains, and 
flying birds. Three elements recur in about half of the narratives: people, 
rivers, and clouds. When you are in Katmandu, you can still see the moun
tains of the Himalayas, although dimly, because of the air pollution. It is 
only natural then that these mountains appear in most drawings. They tell us 
that the setting is Nepal; the same holds for the rivers. The sun, v-shaped 
birds and clouds are probably fairly universal elements of children’s draw
ings, as are trees and houses. I was surprised to find, however, that half of 
storyboards had no people in them.

A school could be found on 40 percent of the girls’ drawings, but not on 
a single one of those made by boys. Only about 20 percent of the population 
in Nepal is literate, and there is no guarantee for a child even to be able to 
complete the five-year elementary school, which is free of charge. Attend
ing secondary school is a privilege given only to a minority. The chances of 
being admitted are small, especially among girls. The girls are expected to 
stay at home and be helpful in housekeeping. Little wonder then that school 
is given a prominent role in the life of female students. In three drawings, 
there are objects specifically intended for children (two swings, a dragon 
and a skipping-rope). All pictures are realistic, but one drawing contains a 
symbol: Mother Nepal crying or smiling, depending on how the people are 
taking care of the nature.

People are mostly depicted either as stick figures or by a personal sche
ma consisting of simple, geometric forms, which are the same irrespective 
of the age and sex of the figure. One student is applying a more realistic 
mode of depicting men and women (Figure 1) and two students are making 
use of both stick figures and Disney-like models (Figure 2). In two thirds 
of the drawings different planes, with a foreground and a background, rep
resent space. In two drawings, a linear perspective is indicated (Figure 1).

With the dissemination of comics and motion pictures, western children 
are increasingly making use of means of expressions such as speed lines, 
sound effects (indicated by lettering), new symbols, close-ups and long- 
shots, cutting of figures by the frame to simulate movement, low-angle 
(“worm’s eye”) and high-angle (“bird’s-eye”) views, speech and thought
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balloons, etc. These indicators of the influence of western popular culture 
were almost completely absent in the drawings made by Nepalese children 
(the thought balloon in Figure 2 is an exception). In Hansen’s (1990) study 
of 167 Danish children’s storyboards, one or more of these means of ex
pression were used by 90 percent of the boys and 80 percent of the girls. 
Contrary to Nepalese children, Danish children are well versed in the world 
of mass media.

Nepalese children and others

This pilot study has to be interpreted very cautiously. First, the sample is 
small; secondly, it is made up of privileged children in a relatively modem, 
big city. Brent and Marjorie Wilson (1984) found large differences when 
comparing children’s drawings in Cairo with those in the Egyptian country
side. Children in rural areas had a very simple and limited visual repertory, 
a fact that the Wilsons explain by referring to their lack of visual models to 
emulate. Thus, the present pilot study will not allow for any conclusions 
about Nepalese children in general. The findings may have a heuristic val
ue, however, when the drawings of Nepalese children are compared with 
those of children from other cultures.

What first comes to mind is the selection of contents. The Nepalese 
children describe the reality they know by their own experience and what 
has been taught in school. Children in Hansen’s (1990) Danish study con
sistently make up a fictive story; they have assimilated the narrative tech
niques used in mass media. The reader may object that the contents chosen 
are influenced by the number of panels that the children had at their dispos
al: 15 in the Danish study, four in the present one. This does not explain the 
whole difference, however. In a comparable American study (Smith, 1985), 
with storyboards consisting of four to five panels, fiction of the kind found 
in comics and motion pictures was the most common subject (80 percent). 
The difference is obvious also in a trial with fifteen 11 year-old Swedish 
children, using the same storyboards as the ones I used in Nepal. All Swed
ish stories had a main character, which exists only in two out of 26 Nepa
lese narratives.

Secondly, in the Nepalese study there were no obvious differences be
tween what was drawn by boys and girls respectively; both groups of stu
dents depict the same realistic themes. The Danish narratives (Hansen, 
1990), on the other hand, often reveal a quest for sexual identity, and there 
are vast differences between boys and girls. This difference is the most 
prominent trait also in the replication of the Nepalese study that I carried 
out in a Swedish class of eleven-year-olds. Most Swedish boys describe
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action, with sporting contests, circus acrobats, fist fights, car clashes, and 
space rockets. Figure 3 is made by an 11 year-old boy: (1) a judo match 
where Tom is meeting a huge antagonist; (2) Tom was sweating, and he 
shook him, but did not manage to get him down; (3) but then he drank a 
beverage that made him strong, so he threw the big fellow away; (4) and 
Tom won (captions saying: “Is it night already,” “Me”). The Swedish girls 
depict the drama of everyday life: a guinea pig on the run, a girl falling off 
a horse, a visit to the hospital, etc. Figure 4 is made by an 11 year-old girl:
(1) It is 5 o’clock in the morning; this is Mini; the cage is open; (2) Mini 
escapes; he jumps down from the bookcase; (3) now he falls in a box; he is 
unable to get up; (4) now it is 8 o’clock; someone comes and brings him to 
the cage; now he is home again.). This study is only used as an illustration. 
However, the same tendencies were found in the Danish and American 
studies (Smith, 1985; Hansen, 1990) as well as in an unpublished study by 
the present author of 300 Swedish storyboards.

Thirdly, the narratives drawn by Nepalese children depict a reality, with 
ingredients of work, which is common for children and adults alike. The 
Danish sequential narratives, on the other hand, as well as their Swedish and 
American counterparts, often mirror children’s leisure activities in a world 
heavily influenced by mass media. These observations agree well with the 
conclusions drawn by Kälvesten and Ödman (1979). In a comparative study, 
these authors found that the most obvious difference between Swedish 
children and those in Spain, Algeria, Israel, and Ethiopia was that “our own 
seemed to be so established in their own age group. They drew figures that 
were living in a kind of leisure culture, similar to the teenage culture, and 
they picked up most of their norms from their peers. All the other children 
[in Spain during the 1970s, etc.; LL] seemed to be much more anchored in 
their families ... and to accept their norms much more readily” (p. 125).

Studies in Mongolia and Cuba

The pilot study in 1993 revealed striking differences between Nepalese 
and Swedish children’s sequential narratives. The most obvious variations 
seemed to be related to the impact of media, the quest for sexual identity, 
and the expression of family-oriented versus peer-oriented values. Howev
er, in a cross-cultural study called The Tree o f Life, Berefelt (1978) observes 
that “it is easy to be misled by prejudices, especially when confronted with 
a material with such a heterogeneous origin. The eye of the beholder deter
mines what you will see. What you find, or think that you find, is to a high 
degree dependent on what you are looking for” (p. 61). Berefelt is right in 
warning about the risks of interpreting children’s drawings on the basis of
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subjective impressions. In order to check for biases caused by personal prej
udices, the coding scheme described in the introduction was invented. This 
was created to allow for more systematic comparisons than the ones made 
in the pilot study.

The number of storyboards examined would also have to increase; other
wise no valid conclusions could be drawn. In November 1996, Ms Ester 
Lunddal, a doctoral student at the Royal Danish School of Educational 
Studies, volunteered to collect 121 storyboards from five school classes at 
three different locations in Mongolia: Ulaan Baatar (the capital), a small 
regional town, and a village in the countryside. No obvious differences were 
found between storyboards of an urban and a rural origin respectively, so 
the following analysis does not take this aspect into consideration. In one of 
the five classes investigated, fourteen students produced so-called bed-to- 
bed stories, describing how they got up in the morning, etc. Such domi
nance of one story line does not occur elsewhere and is probably the result 
of a suggestion put forward by the teacher. It demonstrates the importance 
of how the storyboard task is introduced (see Appendix 2).

Later on, I was lucky to get in touch with Mr. Staffan Rosén, Professor in 
Korean at the Stockholm University, who by that time was the host of Pro
fessor B. Sumiyabaatar from Ulaan Baatar, Mongolia. Like most Mongo
lian scholars, Professor Sumiyabaatar speaks Russian and Korean, but not 
English. Through the generous help of Professor Rosén and his visiting 
scholar, I was able to decode the Cyrillic script and the drawings of the 
Mongolian children.

In November 1996, on a visit to Cuba, I got a chance to visit five schools 
in order to carry out the storyboard study. The Ministry of Education (Di
rection Relaciones Internationales) and the schools did their best to help 
me. Ms Maria Magdalena Mascaro, a former teacher, accompanied me to 
the schools, introduced the task in Spanish, and made a rough translation 
into English of the 179 storyboards that were collected from the seven 
school classes we visited. Although two of the schools were located some 
30 kilometers away from Havana, in rural areas, the storyboards collected 
there did not show any clear-cut differences compared to the other ones. 
Like in the Mongolian collection, therefore, no distinction was made be
tween urban and rural storyboards. At a later stage of the study, Ms Berna- 
dita Pastene, a former student teacher in Stockholm, bom in Chile, helped 
me to interpret the Spanish captions and to code the storyboards.

The observations and hypotheses put forward beneath are based on the 
materials presented above, partly reanalysed on the basis of primary data 
(the full collection of storyboards), in order to make them comparable. No 
elaborate coding, however, is required to discover that Mongolian and
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Nepalese children are telling different stories. When browsing through the 
stacks of storyboards, certain distinctive features emerge, although others, 
of course, overlap. In the Mongolian storyboards the family—parents and 
siblings as well as relatives— occupies a central position, compared to the 
stories told by Cuban children, who tended to choose excursions and other 
events with peers, often organized by the school, as the subject for their 
sequential drawings. Characterized in terms of major themes, then, the Mon
golian visual narratives are /bra/y-oriented while the Cuban narratives are 
peer- oriented.

Mongolia—F amily-Oriented Narratives
The Mongolian storyboards resemble those from Nepal, by depicting 

the work and everyday life of adults and children as well as the daily activ
ities in school. Play, especially ball games, however, seem to hold a more 
prominent position in the drawings made by Mongolian children. About 
half of the Mongolian narratives depict various aspects of country life. 
Among the activities of life in the countryside, pasturing sheep and riding 
horses occur sufficiently often (in 10 vs. 7 percent of all storyboards) in 
order to be recorded as separate themes in themselves. Little wonder, since 
sheep are by far the most numerous of herd animals and the horse is more 
important to the life of the Mongols than any other animal. Less frequent 
sub-themes of country life are chopping wood and carrying water. Among 
individual pictorial elements, horses occur in one quarter of the drawings; 
motor vehicles such as cars, lorries, and buses in one third; airplanes, heli
copters, and spacecraft are included in 7 percent.

Almost all Mongolian storyboards include people (thus disconfirming 
expectations to the opposite, based on the Nepalese pilot study); half of 
them include children. Mountains or hills, and suns are included in three 
out of four boards. These features of nature, then, seem almost as distinc
tive as in the Nepalese narratives. Like in Nepal, human beings are typical
ly depicted as a part of nature. About two thirds of the boards contain clouds; 
one third of these are beautifully designed according to a local convention 
that has yet not been described in the literature on children’s drawings (Fig
ure 5, see next page). I choose to call them “Mongolian clouds”; these can 
be further subdivided into “pointed clouds” (5a; 12 percent of the boards), 
“decorated clouds” (5b; 7 percent), and “artistic clouds” (5c; 2 percent).

Paget (1932) invented the concept of local conventions in a cultural com
parative study of 60,000 children’s drawings. In some African collections, 
Paget found, e.g., pinheads (very tiny heads) and a bi-triangular construc
tion of the torso. As argued by Elatta (1992) and Cox (Chap. 8 above), these
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5a. Pointed clouds.

5c. Artistic clouds. 

Figure 5. Mongolian

highly stylized forms are probably serving a decorative function, since they 
have been observed also on pots and other products made by adults. In 
personal correspondence, Karin Linder, curator at the East Asian Museum 
in Stockholm, suggests that the special clouds drawn by Mongolian children 
are modeled on the cloud- or fungus-like head of the ruyi scepter, a short 
sword given as a present among Buddhists to signify good wishes. This 
form often figures as an ornament on clothing, porcelain, carpets, and build
ings. The cloud in Figure 5d is taken from a Buddhist thanka (scroll paint
ing on a religious theme) reproduced in a catalogue to a Mongolian art and 
crafts exhibition (Berger & Bartholomew, 1995, p. 96). I have found simi
lar clouds in Buddhist and secular art in Nepal (e.g. Lindström, 1994).

Half of the narratives includes houses; another half includes gers, alone 
or together with ordinary houses. The large share of gers certainly is a result 
of the dominance of country life. In Mongolian nomadic society, people are 
living in gers, which is the native word for a circular, felt-covered dwelling 
with wooden components that gives a minimum of resistance to the endless 
and often furious winds of the steppe. In cold weather, it provides warmth; 
in hot weather, it provides protection against the sun. The ger can easily be 
raised or dismantled in less than an hour. In Turkish languages this ingen
ious dwelling is known by the name of yurt. Gers are as common in urban as 
in rural storyboards, bearing witness to the vitality of the traditional nomad
ic society.

Often (14 percent) Mongolian school children depict country life in the 
context of a visit to relatives, living in an encampment. The following dec

5b. Decorated clouds.

5d. Detail o f  
Mongolian thanka.

clouds.
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orative picture sequence is made by a 12 year-old girl, living in a village 
(Figure 6): (1) Summer holiday time; 1 am coming to my grandmother by 
car (foreground: a detailed rendering of a ger, located in the middle of the 
steppe; two motor vehicles are approaching; background: snow-capped 
mountains beneath a decorative sun and Mongolian clouds); (2) my grand
mother is waiting for me from far away (the same scenery, except for a 
woman standing outside the ger)-, (3) my grandmother welcomes me and 
offers milk products (foreground: four persons enjoy food, sitting around a 
tablecloth with meticulously depicted dishes; background: the same as be
fore, although the changed position of the sun indicates that it is the middle 
of the day); (4) I am pasturing sheep for my grandmother, and I will help 
her more (a girl is taking the sheep down to the river, where you probably 
have the best grazing lands).

The fine details recorded in the storyboard above are rather typical of 
Mongolian children’s drawings. Even in small human figures, you can of
ten see details of the dress (28 percent) and other signifiers of sex (50 per
cent) and age (15 percent). In a private conversation, Ester Lunddal sug
gested that the keen sense for details might be a consequence of the intense 
powers of observation that are required to survive on the steppe. Figure 7, 
drawn by an 11 year-old boy, is exceptional in terms of artistic skill, al
though not in content: (1) My brother is trying to catch a horse (foreground: 
a rider is lassoing a horse with a pole-lasso, a tool that is unique to Mongo
lia; background: a ger, mountains and very elaborated Mongolian clouds); 
(2) another brother is marking the horse’s head (the event is shown with 
great clarity, within a perfectly balanced composition); (3) the brother is 
putting a saddle onto the horse (the size and details of the horses are re
duced in this transitional panel); (4) the brother is teaching the horse with a 
man riding (the strength and energy of the horse is suggested in a simple 
but forceful manner).

Most narratives have a temporal or descriptive structure. However, one 
fifth of the stories suggest a drama, i.e. a dangerous or unpleasant situation 
that is resolved in one way or the other. Usually, it is the drama of everyday 
life that is thus reproduced. This is a narrative sequence drawn by an 11 
year-old girl (Figure 8): (1) Dash had a nice and relaxing day on the steppe 
(a smiling boy, drawn in a rather schematic way, in the center of the panel);
(2) he slept on the steppe (the sun is looking somewhat worried); (3) he 
woke up (nothing can be seen in the darkness of the night); (4) Dash was 
crying and going and ... (the long-shot of Dash surrounded by mountains 
suggests that he no longer feels in control of the situation).

Like in the stories above, nine out of ten Mongolian narratives have a 
central character. Half of these are identical with the narrator (as the girl
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visiting her grandmother), the other half have a central character other than 
the narrator (as the brothers taming a horse and Dash sleeping on the steppe). 
Thus the finding from the pilot study in Nepal, where central characters 
were an exception, is not replicated.

Sometimes though, it can be difficult to see who is in the center of the 
story. Figure 9 drawn by an 10 year-old boy depicts school life, a theme 
that recurs in 14 percent of the narratives. Here it is certainly not the teacher 
who is the central character (cf. Aronsson, Chap. 9 above, on “social scal
ing”). If there is one, it seems rather to be the horse (“the paragon of virtue 
and beauty” in Mongolian art and literature; Berger & Bartholomew, 1995, 
p. 18): (1) Children arrive at school (no one can avoid noticing the boy 
arriving on horseback; although this makes a Swede think of Pippi Long- 
stocking’s famous arrival at school, it is no more sensational in Mongolia 
than arriving at school on a moped in Sweden; Staffan Rosén, personal 
communication); (2) The teacher is lecturing (if it is true that size indicates 
importance, this drawing does not represent the teacher as a powerful fig
ure); (3) the children are playing during the break (like in the first panel, the 
snow keeps falling down, thus inspiring the children to various activities 
such as building snowmen); (4) the children are going home after school, 
by foot and on horseback (size and centrality, see Aronsson, Chap. 9, make 
no one wonder who attracts the attention of the child).

Cuba—peer-oriented narratives
Evidence from the storyboards suggests that both Mongolian and Cuban 

children are anchored in social networks. In Mongolia, the nodes of the net 
seem to be members of the extended family, who transmit customs, habits 
and values typically found in a traditional nomadic society. In Cuba, it looks 
like the network consists of peers, especially schoolmates, taking part in a 
wide range of activities, often organized by adults. Like in Mongolia, cus
toms and mores, values and attitudes appear to be efficiently transmitted 
from one generation to the next. In Cuba, however, due to its history of 
revolution and US aggression, this process is much more explicit than in 
Mongolia. The term peer-oriented, used in the Cuban context, should there
fore not be taken to suggest a child or youth culture existing “on its own 
terms” in a transitional period, known by Erik Homburger Erikson (1968) 
as a social “moratorium.”

The most common theme of Cuban children’s visual narratives is school 
life (37 percent). Half of the girls and one quarter of the boys made that 
choice. One quarter of the children visualized an excursion or trip that, with 
few exceptions, took place together with classmates or members of the pio
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neer association. Among excursions, almost one third went to the beach to 
celebrate Camilo Cienfuegos, an easy-going and charismatic revolutionary 
hero, typically carrying a wide-brimmed hat, who was lost in a storm over 
the Caribbean Sea in October 28, 1959, while flying from Camagiiey to 
Havana. The anniversary of Camilo was celebrated just one week before I 
arrived at the Cuban schools, which explains the frequency of that specific 
theme.

This narrative sequence of pictures is drawn by an 11 year-old girl (Fig
ure 10): (1) The children throw flowers to Camilo (boys and girls stand at 
the seashore with flowers in their hands, having already thrown some of 
them out in the water; a large sun is shining); (2) The children show a 
drawing representing Camilo (a large picture with flowers, used as a border 
design, is demonstrated); (3) The children sing a song about Camilo (the 
song is symbolized by Camilo’s name); (4) Camilo’s hat (this feature, 
which is probably the most distinctive one for a child, is filling almost the 
full panel).

The next storyboard is related to school life, too. It is, in fact, the only 
one choosing the arrival of the researcher as a topic for a visual narrative. 
An 11 year-old boy constructed the following story (Figure 11): (1) They 
arrive at school and salute the flag (the sun is rising, the Cuban flag is hoist
ed, and the children raise their hands to greet it; the rucksack, making all 
children look like beetles, belongs to the school uniform); (2) they go to 
their classrooms to be taught; a visitor comes and let them draw (a big 
woman teaches very complicated mathematics given the age of the stu
dents; at a desk to the left, a man of the same size as the students is sitting 
with a couple of papers in front of him; that figure is identical with the 
present author; the size suggests that I was not looked upon as an authority 
figure— a reassuring message for a researcher!); (3) they say goodbye to 
the visitor and return to their classrooms, where they continue their studies 
(the children, outside the school, wave vividly at the visitor who presuma
bly is leaving by the bus— this event, anticipated by the boy, never oc
curred in reality!); (4) they return home with their friends (children walk 
through the streets of Havana, along houses with television antennas, sug
gesting a favorite evening activity).

Besides school life, several minor themes such as country life, work (e.g. 
in the fields or fishing), and sports or playing occur fairly regularly (8 to 9 
percent each). However, the most distinctive feature of the Cuban children’s 
drawings compared to others is their national and revolutionary themes and 
attributes. National symbols, e.g. flags or the name of “Cuba,” are very fre
quent (41 percent). They often turn up at schools, on boats, etc. and some
times fill a full panel. The country of Cuba occurs less often as the organiz
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ing theme for a complete visual narrative (6 percent). Themes related to the 
revolution (4 percent) and to US aggression or Cuban defense of the country 
(3 percent) are not very common either. However, when added to the cele
bration of Camilo boards (8 percent), the national and revolutionary ingre
dients are quite impressive. They also occur quite frequently in an unpub
lished Cuban polarization study (see Appendix 2) where, for example, the 
“Helms-Burton Law” (tightening the US blockade of Cuba) is portrayed as 
the opposite of “friendship.”

Figure 12 represents a rather elaborate portrayal, by a 13 year-old boy, 
of national and revolutionary sentiments: (1) The American destroys resi
dences, kills people, and oppresses Cuba (an ugly gunman shoots at small 
stick figures; his companion scornfully smiles at the spectator); (2) Cuba 
defends itself in order not to be oppressed but to make progress and be in 
control of its territory (the aggressors are fenced out of Cuba and drowned 
in the Caribbean Sea); (3) education and the prospect of having resources to 
share with other countries (symbolized by a school); (4) television, medi
cine, food, fruits, and other things; so the story ends (like in this story frame, 
Cuban children often represented their country as a ship; here it is surround
ed by symbols of prosperity).

Although 14 percent of the drawings seemed to be framed in the visual 
and oral vocabulary of political propaganda, my impression is that these 
narratives still express genuine sentiments. At one school, two girls ran after 
the car and handed me private letters when I was leaving. In these, they 
declared their friendship and told me about their families. One of the letters 
emphatically and movingly added: “Cuba is my country. I love it, defend it, 
and would be able to sacrifice my life for it.”

Like the Mongolian ones, almost all Cuban storyboards (92 percent) have 
people in them; two thirds (instead of half as in Mongolia) include children, 
indicating the important role of peers. Another two thirds include suns, 
clouds, and houses, bearing witness to the frequent portrayal of outdoor 
environments, like in Mongolia. Half of the drawings have the sea or pools, 
trees, and flowers or plants in them and one quarter of them include birds or 
butterflies, all visual elements that are far less common in Mongolian draw
ings. Boats are as common (27 percent) as horses are in the Mongolian sto
ryboards, suggesting that these phenomena are not only common but also 
regarded as worthy to depict. In fact, both sometimes serve as symbols of 
the nation. Cars, lorries, and buses as well as airplanes and helicopters are as 
common in the Cuban drawings (29 vs. 8 percent) as in the Mongolian.

Excursions and other peer-oriented activities in the Cuban drawings typ
ically involve a lot of people. In order to construct a narrative, you will need 
some economic way of representing them all. In the Cuban children’s draw
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ings, the favorite solution is stick figures. These occur in two thirds of the 
sequential narratives. In the Mongolian drawings, such figures are very rare 
(3 percent). Another, and often overlapping, feature of the Cuban represen
tations of human beings is what I call “minimal” figures (< 1 cm). These 
occur in 40 percent of the Cuban drawings, which is twice as common as in 
the Mongolian ones (21 percent). The frequency of stick figures and small 
figures may explain the low frequency of dress details (13 percent). The 
lack of age differentiation in most figures is also related to the peer-oriented 
contents of the drawings.

Another sign of this peer-orientation is the fact that as many as 30 per
cent of the drawings have no central character (see above: throwing flowers 
to Camilo, receiving a visitor to the school, defending the country). Among 
those narratives which have a central character, this is as often another per
son as the child himself or herself. Sometimes there is a moral to be learned, 
as in the following good-humored story by an 11 year-old girl (Figure 13). 
The story, which implies a critique of Latin machismo, also exemplifies a 
dramatic narrative structure (14 percent): (1) they are fighting over a prin
cess (two young men with big heads, looking fairly childish and absent- 
minded, are clashing their swords together); (2) the princess (a delicately 
drawn beauty); (3) while the others are fighting, the princess is dating her 
boyfriend (they hold each other’s hands and look happy); (4) those who 
fought lost the princess, since they had wasted their time on fighting; their 
ways parted; this teaches us not to fight (the two fighters are walking out of 
the picture, causing some technical problems for the child).

Discussion

The conception of children’s drawings as a universal language, un
touched by social and cultural influences, is challenged by this study as well 
as by several others in this book. What children choose to draw and how 
they realize their intentions are not solely a result of their cognitive devel
opment and personality. It is neither completely determined by the materi
als and techniques they have been afforded. It is also influenced by certain 
pervasive themes in a culture. In the comparison between Mongolian and 
Cuban visual narratives, this was demonstrated in an orientation towards 
the extended family, in one culture, and towards organized peer-group ac
tivities, in the other. The media-influenced story telling we know from Ja
pan (see Wilson, Chap. 10 above), the Nordic countries and other parts of 
the Western World is conspicuously absent in the visual narratives collect
ed in Mongolia and Cuba.

This does not mean, however, that children’s drawings in Mongolia and
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Cuba are more genuine or spontaneous -  or restricted! -  than drawings of 
Western or Japanese children. The stick figures in the Cuban children’s 
drawings, for example, do not demonstrate an inability to “flesh out” vari
ous characters. It is rather an efficient way to represent many persons at one 
time, especially when they are to be repeated in a sequence of frames. Thus, 
stick figures meet a need that frequently arises when making the Cuban 
peer-oriented drawings. The fact that these figures are practically unknown 
in the Mongolian collection suggests that this is not an inferior stage in the 
“natural” development of the child. They are the result of a cultural inven
tion, utilized by two thirds of the Cuban children. Neither are stick figures 
something that we should expect to fade away. Comic artists and others use 
them on a quite sophisticated level, especially when making sketches.

Stick figures are probably spread within the child culture. Other contents 
and forms of representation are evidently taken over from the world of 
adults. The image of Cuba fencing off the country, to protect it from US 
aggression, is most likely borrowed from the world of political posters and 
pamphlets. The “Mongolian clouds” seem to be modeled on the visual world 
of Buddhist thankas and ruyi scepters, reinforcing the aesthetic values of 
the traditional nomadic society. How could the virtues and values of Mon
golian nomads be better expressed than by two men taming a horse against 
the backdrop of mountains stroked by clouds depicted in the manner of the 
head of the ruyi scepter (Figure 7)? In the same way Figure 12 persuasive
ly expresses a set of “traditional” revolutionary virtues and values, such as 
anti-imperialism, liberation, international solidarity, and welfare for the 
common people.

Of course, again, the interpretation of a visual narrative is no easy matter. 
The narrative is articulated in the conventions, genres and modes of repre
sentation that are available to children in a specific culture. It is also drawn 
in a certain social context, here as part of the activities taking place during a 
school day. Also, drawing requires the presence of an addressee, either a 
specific person (like the researcher visiting the class) or as “the generalized 
other” (representing a community or social group; Mead, 1934). One of the 
major roles of schools is to reproduce the existing culture to a new genera
tion. This function often leads to an idealization of traditional values, man
ifesting itself in a romantic view of Mongolian nomadic society or the 
achievements of the Cuban liberation struggle.

In the Nordic countries, Japan and other societies in the process of rapid 
change other values are taken over, questioned, and renewed. These values 
are not always found in the everyday life, like in Mongolia or Cuba. They 
typically require both identification and a process of distancing from the 
pressures of the immediate environment. Such a realm may be more readily
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found in the symbolic worlds created by modern media. Thus if Mongolian 
children are family-oriented and the Cuban ones are peer-oriented, our 
children could most adequately be characterized as media-oriented.

Note
1. This study is explorative and not a test of specific hypotheses. The sample of 
students is not statistically representative. The coding reliability has not been sys
tematically tested. Thus the figures given here, as well as in the main study below, 
should not be taken as precise estimations of prevalence of a characteristic in a 
population; still, I find it more informative for comparative reasons to say 70 per
cent than “many,” etc. The significance, if any, of the quantitative estimations 
should be judged in the context of other observations made and interpretations 
given.
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Appendix 1

Children’s Visual Narratives

Nepal, Sweden, Mongolia, Cuba
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Figure I. Boy, 12 years, Nepal.
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Figure 4. Girl, 11 years, Sweden.
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Figure 9. Boy, 10 years, Mongolia.
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Figure 10. Girl, 11 years, Cuba.
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Appendix 2

How to Investigate Children’s Visual Narratives: 

Storyboard and polarization methods—a teacher’s manual

PURPOSE: By investigating children’s pictorial narratives we may learn 
more about how children at different grade levels, in different kinds of 
schools, and in various social and cultural environments think and draw. We 
may find out what they find important and how they relate to the world. We 
may also get to know something about their drawing ability, style, models 
and so on. Knowing more about these things will help the teacher better 
understand children and find out methods to develop their interests, skills 
and understandings.

When left on their own, children usually use pictures in order to tell a 
story and communicate something of personal significance. Using a story
board will facilitate making up a story of their own. It gives them a comfort
able structure of a kind that seems to be natural to most children and helps 
them to organize their thoughts. In this exercise, four story frames, with 
lines underneath for verbal commentaries, are used.

The polarization method, i.e. the method of dividing a paper into two 
equal spaces in order to depict contraries, is another technique that may 
serve as a helpful tool to articulate thoughts, attitudes and values.

The knowledge gained by these exercises can be used for different pur
poses: (1) To understand concepts and values of our students; (2) To ob
serve how competent the students are in drawing when left on their own; (3) 
To help teachers find out methods to develop the interests, skills and under
standings of their students; (4) To make cultural comparative studies of 
children in urban and rural districts in different parts of the world and thus 
lay the foundation for a multicultural understanding of education.

PROCEDURE: You will be able to use both the storyboard and the po
larization exercises on most levels in primary and lower secondary schools. 
If you have a choice, you may choose to start with the fifth grade, where 
most societies still have a heterogeneous population of students in the pub
lic (government) schools.

The story board exercise will take you about 40 minutes; the polariza
tion exercise will take another quarter of an hour or so. It will be most 
convenient to make both exercises at the same lesson, beginning with the 
storyboard and then, as students get ready, asking them to turn the paper 
over and continue with the polarization.

Ask the students to use black pens only (i.e. no colors). Ink pens are
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better than pencils, since you will be able to reproduce the drawings, which 
is essential when using them in teacher training and research. However, if 
pencils are the only drawing tool students have, they will do.

Begin by asking the students to write their names, boy/girl, age, class, 
and school at the top of the back of the paper. If it is not regarded as a touchy 
subject, I also recommend that you ask them to write down the occupations 
of their fathers and mothers. (NB. There needs to be place left for the polar
ization exercise.)

Then tell the students to draw a story with a beginning, an end and some
thing that happens in-between. Maybe, students will ask: “But Miss (Mis
ter), what are we supposed to draw?” “What is your task. You are the 
teacher; you should know what to draw!” Then you have to be calm and 
say: “That is up to you to decide. Anything will do as far as there is a 
connection between what is depicted in the four story frames.” Assure the 
students that they will not be graded on this assignment and that they will 
not be held accountable in any way for what they are drawing. Most impor
tantly: Do not give any examples of what is appropriate to draw! Insecure 
students will then probably take your hints and do something that they think 
will please you, instead of making up something by themselves. Some stu
dents will most likely look upon the work of their neighbors. That may be 
difficult to avoid, but should not be encouraged.

Ask students not only to draw in the story frames but also to write some
thing on the lines beneath so that anyone will be able to understand their 
stories.

When students raise their hands and tell you that they are ready, check to 
see if they have followed the instructions. If they have, ask them to turn the 
paper over (or if the paper is thin: start on a new blank sheet of paper) and 
divide it into two parts by a straight line. Instruct them to write “Good” over 
the one part and “Bad” over the other. Then tell them to draw something 
that they think is good in that part of the paper and something they think is 
bad in the other part of the paper, using supplementary text if necessary. 
When they have done so, they will be ready and may go on with some other 
task or leave the classroom, as the teacher decides.

REQUEST TO THE TEACHER: It would be most helpful if you could 
write some comments on the kind of school and class in which you have 
given the assignment and how the students approached the work. Then there 
will be a richer background for interpreting the results. The following in
formation would be particularly useful:

1. How many students are there in the class? Do they sit in separate 
benches, in a row alongside each other, or on the floor? Did they work 
quietly and with concentrated attention? Were they frustrated by not being
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able to get help from their teacher? How much time, on average, did they 
spend on the task? Did all students complete both assignments?

2. Is it an urban or village school? Do the students regularly draw or use 
other means for making pictures, each week? Is there something else that 
should be mentioned about the school?

3. What is the social background of the students in the class (farmers, 
middle class, privileged, etc.)?

4. Do most students look at the television at home? Do they have access 
to video equipment, computers, etc.? Do they read comic magazines?

5. What other influences have you noted on the children’s drawings 
(textbook illustrations or other school materials; illustrated books for 
children (traditional or Disney type?); religious artifacts; games and play 
tools; decorative patterns on dresses, pottery, etc.)?

6. What influences may there be on their narrative styles (fairy tales, 
soap operas, computer games, story telling by relatives and elders, etc.)?

7. Did you observe anything worth mentioning regarding the children ’ s 
drawing strategies? E.g. the use of other students’ works or ideas as models 
(if so, was it a common phenomenon?)? Use of rulers? Sketching with thin 
lines before filling in? Working out the first frame with great care and then 
having to rush through the following ones? Etc.

8. What other things are there that you think a person would need to 
know in order to interpret these pictorial narratives?

Finally, save the work done by ALL students in the class, not only that 
which you think is particularly beautiful, imaginative or instructive.

Lars Lindström
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Arune Tornau 
Youth Art School, Vilnius

Working with Gypsy Children

"W e are no worse than other Lithuanian national minorities, Jews or 
Tartars. The only difference is that we have no other homeland, but 
the place where we put our tent” (from the talk of one Lithuanian 
Gypsy).

When I was asked to work with Gypsy (or Rroma, as they call them
selves) children, I was immediately intrigued by psychological and educa
tional reasons. That was very interesting ... and very strange, since I have 
never heard about Gypsy people in relation to visual arts. Music and danc
es— those are specific ways of Gypsy expression—but arts.... They are not 
popular with the Gypsy people. Their nation has always been on the move 
and has carried along only the most necessary things. They have never left 
behind any material signs or traces of their being. They have neither archi
tecture, nor art, not even script, writing.

Lithuanian Gypsies: History, Language, Traditions

The cultural roots of this nation are not deep; at least, there are no writ
ten sources to testify to them. The folktales date back to the 18 -19th centu
ries. These are usually stories of an unremitting Gypsy’s love or of a fine 
Gypsy lad protecting his honour. Hatred and retaliation are also frequent 
themes in Gypsy folktales. The most popular one tells us of a poor Gypsy 
girl and a rich man, a “duke” falling in love with her. But the girl sticks 
firmly to Gypsy laws and turns the stranger down despite his wealth. In 
some versions she does marry him, but only to get severely punished for 
doing so. After the wedding she is killed from jealousy and hidden under 
the turf. Her beloved finds her in the forest: red ribbons sticking from the 
turf show the place.

The history of Gypsies in Europe is the history of persecution. Persecut
ed Gypsies were looking for the countries where they could find better con
ditions in order to survive, where they could escape from pogroms and hun
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ger. Gypsies first came to Lithuania in the 1 6 -17th centuries, mostly from 
Poland, fleeing the German lands where they had been persecuted. They 
belonged mostly to Lovaris or horse hawkers and Kalderaris or boilermak
ers. In Polish chronicks of those times they were described as being lazy, 
sly, mysterious, dirty, wild, black people without any religion. When they 
came, they imitated local beliefs in order to get everything from others. 
Men were characterized as being crooks: they barted with horses and made 
false keys for the thieves. For these reasons (whether real or imaginary) the 
persecution of Gypsies has continued up to our century.

The “Rom” in the Romani language means the Gypsy or a man, person. 
Most groups of Gypsies in the world use that word in relation to them
selves. In many countries they are called “cygans.” The Romani language 
belongs to the group of Indo-Aryan languages. It originates from the Old 
Indian language, whose literary form was Sanskrit. The Gypsy language 
was influenced very much by the local language of the place where they 
lived. The Gypsies easily adopted the local vocabulary and prevailing reli
gion. The Gypsies of Lithuania are very religious. Vilnius Gypsies, whose 
second language is Russian, are orthodox believers, but the Gypsies of oth
er Lithuanian cities, speaking Lithuanian along with the Romani, are devot
ed Catholics. Religious themes (interiors of churches with candles, crosses, 
angels or Gypsy weddings in the background of a church) were frequent 
themes in Gypsy children’s drawings. I noticed a great influence of the 
church for Gypsy children: absolute and unquestionable respect of e. g. 
Christ or St. Mary. One boy was very proud of himself when we learned 
that he was serving at the mass in a church in his native town.

Some professions cultivated by the Gypsies are derived, probably, from 
India: for example, divination, fortune telling, training of animals, etc. 
Years ago, Gypsy men were also occupied by the trade of horses and their 
treatment. They practised music. Men played on different instruments, the 
guitar mostly. Because of special musical and dancing talents, they started 
amateurish artistic groups. Their folklore was not homogeneous; it includ
ed a lot of things taken over and adopted from other cultures in which they 
have been living or travelling. As an example, flamenco might be men
tioned, the mixture of Gypsy and Spanish cultures and famous, so-called, 
Russian romances, which are performed and accompanied by a guitar.

The life of a Gypsywoman is full of prohibitions. The houses of the Gyp
sies are usually one-storyed, since tradition does not allow for a Gypsy
woman to walk over the head of a Gypsyman. A Gypsywoman is not al
lowed to hang washed clothes to dry while a man watches her. A Gypsygirl 
has to remain a virgin until she marries; otherwise she is severely punished 
and even expelled from the community. It is considered improper for girls
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to show their legs; therefore they cannot wear short skirts or trousers. The 
little Gypsy girls were so timid that they would not swim in the sea. We had 
to go nearly a kilometre away along the beach, until they were sure nobody 
could see them. However, many of them run into the waves with their dress
es.

There is one thing that gives them a kick, and it is Indian movies. “Life is 
so nice there, and everybody is singing and dancing.” The fact that the girls 
do not understand a word of this language is not an obstacle for them in 
order to imitate all these dances and songs. This is the way their national 
identity speaks to them: through a passionate song, unique dance move
ments and inborn artistic talents. I was sorry to observe how short the ado
lescence period of Gypsygirls is: still a child herself, a girl starts helping 
with the household by taking care of her younger brothers and sisters. This 
period is a conscious or unconscious preparation for her own family life. 
She has no time to play as a little girl but instead she turns into a woman 
very quickly. Therefore Gypsygirls care a great deal about their looks and 
clothes.

Though there are many prohibitions for a woman and she kind of disap
pears in the men’s society—all the important decisions in the Gypsy tabor 
(or village, union of the Gypsy families) are taken by men— but in every
day life, in life of the family (the most important attribute of Gypsy socie
ty), the role of the Gypsywoman is very important. She is the person who 
usually earns the money for food by making small trade in the markets, 
bringing and offering some goods for selling in small towns and villages. 
Nowadays it is especially hard for a Gypsyman to find a job. Very often he 
cannot get a job because of traditional prejudice against Gypsies. This might 
be one of the reasons why the drug business started to flourish among 
Lithuanian Gypsies, especially in Vilnius’ villages.

Art Classes in Nida
My pupils were mostly from poor families of the Gypsy village in Pan- 

evezys, a town in Central Lithuania. They were between 7 and 15 years of 
age. Most of them had only one of two parents, usually a mother. Fathers 
were “somewhere”: vanished in Russia, spent their time in a jail or lived 
with a new family. Our camp took place on a shore of the Baltic Sea in a 
place called Nida.

Gypsy children usually combine extreme opposites. They are too mature 
for their age, and their remarks on life are not childish at all. On the other 
hand, they are illiterate; many cannot read or write. Often they cannot write 
even their own name, and they do not know their exact age. Still I was
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shocked when 7 year-old Gopalo Gindras approached a horse, dragging a 
tourist carriage, opened the horse’s mouth and announced, with expertise, 
that the horse was 8 years old. For him that was just a natural action, a part 
of his life and his surroundings.

I felt exited and uncertain on the eve of my first art class in an impro
vised “art academy” in a Nida secondary school. How would I be able to 
capture the attention? How would I know what was interesting for them? 
As it turned out, they were not impressed by things I thought should be 
interesting, which are usually interesting for other Lithuanian children. 
They remained indifferent to geographical and historical contexts, but the 
wide space of the Baltic Sea aroused a whole storm of emotions. When they 
first saw the sea (and they really saw the sea for the first time in their lives!), 
they started shouting at full breath. They did not want to know where the 
place was that we had arrived at or who lived across the sea. They did not 
want to know the history of the Lithuanian coast, nor who Thomas Mann 
was. T. Mann had a villa nearby, now a museum. My Gypsies called his 
museum “Uncle Tom’s cabin.”

Gypsy children have difficulty in concentrating their attention for a long
er period. As they almost never go to classes, they are not trained to work 
systematically. There is little imagination in their drawings and they do not 
try to create a dream world. They simply tell stories of the things they know 
and make no attempts to distance themselves from objective reality. Their 
pictures show Gypsy people merrymaking, dancing; there are a lot of hors
es, fires, black skies with a moon and stars, sometimes just a nice Gypsy 
girl or a sweetheart. Most paintings were dominated by a linear plot. The 
children did not hesitate to string everything on one thread: all things found 
their places in one drawing. Fresh impressions mingled together with ob
jects from everyday life. The dolphins we had just seen in a sea museum 
were flying across the sky together with the horses in a Chagall-like man
ner. There was also space for a yacht with the name “Toto” on it, the only 
word Romka Gindras could write.

Nobody from my group of Gypsy children had learned art before. They 
knew nothing about painting techniques, and did not even know how to 
handle a brush or a charcoal stick. Some tried to taste paint, which looked 
quite “delicious” for them.

When I gave them a task to draw their home, many children started work
ing as architects: as if trying to make a plan of their home. They put togeth
er the rooms, furniture, people, and a cherry tree with ripen cherries out
doors, a path leading to the well. A horse, a cow, some pigs, hens and a 
dog— all the animals also found their place in the picture. A horse, of course, 
is the most important, though today it is being replaced by a car. The chil
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dren’s paintings radiated a longing for a secure and stable life, but at the 
same time a free spirit shone through.

Gypsy children do not repress their feelings: a fourteen year-old boy 
drew a beautiful Gypsy girl, his future bride. He gave her thick eyelashes, 
decorated her hair with a red rose, golden earrings are dangled from her 
ears, a chain around her neck, and he painted her lips red. Gypsy girls draw 
slender Gypsies dressed in red dresses trimmed with flounces, dancing 
around the fire. They are carefully creating their own future vision.

The process of painting was not so important for many of them as was 
the result. Mass culture stereotypes have made no impact on their emotion
al reaction to the world: Mickey Mouse, star wars, robots— transformers 
have not yet reached their world. Therefore they only draw what they see 
and feel.

After each class we used to arrange all the works on the floor and discuss 
them. If any of them turned out to be poor, the unhappy artist was about to 
tear it into pieces. Everybody wanted to know: is that nice? “Nice” for them 
means easy to recognize, and such works are sure to deserve many compli
ments. When something is not realistic, not logical, it is not nice.

I discovered several gifted children in the Nida camp and later on in 
Plateliai. I was so impressed by the eight-year-old boy Grafas Arlauskas, 
that I gave him the name “Gypsy Leonardo da Vinci.” He had never been 
taught painting before. However, when he started painting he worked will
ingly and produced a great number of paintings. He soon grasped the secret 
of colour mixing and knew how to obtain different hues. It was easy to 
recognize his style: his paintings all burned with red and crimson, stron
tium yellow, cadmium yellow and orange. It seemed like he simply set his 
paper sheets on fire. He painted quickly, without hesitation. He was not 
afraid of “risky” combinations, like putting two houses in a line, each with 
a path winding the same direction: this resulted in a composition complete
ly symmetrical, but at the same time was very subtle and harmonious. He 
painted in colour; he was a real master of colour. His main themes are the 
town of Panevezys, his home, and a portrait of his mother. Grafas was one 
of those who could not wait to get feedback on his work, and he really liked 
compliments.

My other discovery was Romka Gindras from the town of Panevezys 
(Figure 2). He was an epic painter: a lot of sky, some trees or ships, the 
huge sun— and it seems that’s about it. His composition was also based on 
colour, not on drawing. Horses, yachts and dolphins are all flying across the 
same sky. His palette was really wide—from deep crimson to dark viridian.

One more skilful girl: 10 year-old Inga from Panevezys (Figure 3). It 
was impossible to determine her age; she looked like a reduced copy of an
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adult Gypsywoman. She talked or, to be more precise, argued all the time in 
a low, noisy voice and sang beautiful songs. Lyricism is the main attribute 
of her drawings. The frequent themes: pretty girls among flowers and trees 
or just plants in a very soft background. She combined nice human figures 
with ornaments of plants, which were reminiscent of Lithuanian decorative 
patterns. Her colours were greenish grey, again very Lithuanian. Her draw
ings, compared with the drawings of other children, were the most poetic.

Travel, dances at night near the fire, horses, all these attributes, essential 
for the Gypsies’ concept of freedom, but almost non-existent nowadays, 
are vivid in the consciences of Gypsy children. Almost every boy or girl 
draws such pictures. It is possible that their parents or grandparents tell 
them about the mysterious and nostalgic world of the past, which they re
spect, and that they therefore feel themselves as part of the past. How else 
should they feel important now when their nation has no state and is ex
hausted after all the historic disasters? One way for them is to turn to their 
historic roots. In this way the nation gets the strength to survive in the cha
otic whirlpool of the world.
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Figure 2. Romka (detail)



P a rt  F o u r : A rt  E d u c a tio n  in  C o n tex t  2 1 7

Figure 3. Inga (detail)
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The Art of Special Children

There is no secret that many students studying the program of teacher 
training do not intend to go to school after graduating from the university. 
Question may arise, why do students enter “bachelor of education.” Choice 
of the students should be purposeful. Except for the long vacation period in 
the summer, which students of art education regard as the most positive 
thing about being a teacher, the answer may lay in some individual aspects 
of personal development. Personality is the principal problem of art educa
tion. Whether it is personality of the child, of the student (teacher practi
tioner) and of the lecturer, art educator. This dimension is analyzed quite 
clear in graduate works at the University of Latvia.

Art at a Rehabilitation Center

One such paper discusses the case of teaching art to special children 
(BérzinB 1996). These children suffered from cerebral strokes and were 
unable to move well. They had different levels of physical restriction, some 
of them were seriously ill. The age of the children was 11— 14 years. The 
school they studied at was Riga school No.71, Children— invalid social 
rehabilitation center, class A2. The study program was like in all other pub
lic schools except for physical culture, singing and visual art. Although 
mentally performing quite well in other school subjects, they had poor 
knowledge about art and undeveloped artistic skills. Nevertheless the au
thor of that paper set a task to make a portrait. Before writing his report he 
worked as a teacher practitioner, developing practice and gathering neces
sary material and working out an experiment. The children had to solve 
different problems corresponding to the common task of a portrait:
1 “collage 1” (Using several photo materials, they had to create an original 

portrait. Evaluation criteria were correct facial proportions, creativity.);
2 “collage 2” (Using several photo materials, schoolchildren had to create 

a portrait and supplement it with thread, ready-made, etc. Evaluation
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criteria were individual expression of an image character, concentration 
for a precise work.);

3 “profile” (Using gouache, ink and pens, pupils had to make a portrait of 
a classmate. Evaluation criteria were active engagement into art the proc
ess, accuracy.);

4 “caricature” (Using pencils, schoolchildren had to draw a character. 
Evaluation criterion was the depiction of individual features.);

5 “self portrait” (Using a photo portrait of themselves and mixed tech
nique, pupils had to create an original self-portrait. Evaluation criteria 
were correct proportions, similarity.).
The learning process went on as frontal and individual work with 3— 4 

pupils in a group (altogether there were 10 classmates). In general (except 
for the last sub task) schoolchildren reacted positively to the stimulus given 
by teacher-practitioner. His appearance, speech, demonstration of how to 
work out those themes, etc. were sufficient signs for creativity. And per
formance of the schoolchildren in their turn (as well as requirements of the 
Fine Art department) was a good stimulus for student (teacher practition
er). Pupils completed most of sub tasks well, with a little help from the 
student practitioner or classmates. Frequently children experienced uncer
tainty about their ability to carry out definite operations. Sometimes les
sons (profile drawing) became too noisy and disorganized. During other 
lessons when a “caricature” was being drawn, comments on created images 
caused joy, but also disgust. A few of the children were afraid of being 
judged by their classmates and felt vulnerable towards criticism. All of them 
refused to draw a self portrait.

Results showed that it was extremely difficult for pupils to manipulate 
with tools. The learning process was too rapid for the children, as they had 
little previous experience. Acquisition and transfer of knowledge about 
techniques, plastic anatomy, proportions of the human face, compositional 
principles, etc. were hampered by the complexity of problems. It was diffi
cult to develop elaborate artistic skills in such a short period. But at the 
same time the schoolchildren enjoyed making portraits. The student practi
tioner observed laughing and expression of happiness during the lessons.

The data is too incomplete to make conclusions about all motives of that 
session of learning, whether the experiments weakened a sense of isolation 
from society, or a sense of invalidity the children might have. But neverthe
less these drawings testified to the pupil’s ability to create individual por
traits with characteristic traits. The student practitioner was sure that the 
drawing session helped children to feel and understand themselves better, 
to solve some personality problems.



2 2 0  T h e  C u ltu r a l  C o n tex t

Working with Retarded Children
Another case shows experience working with mentally retarded chil

dren. There is insufficient data about their health and pace of development. 
Many of them performed very reasonably; perhaps their only fault was slow 
learning. The age of the children was 8-12 years. Most of pupils came from 
rural areas. Several boys and girls came from broken families or up to that 
time were fed by a grandparent, relative or some other supporter. They were 
sent to the local Upesgriva school either for their poor marks in various 
school subjects or disruptive behavior (or simply because of some poor 
living conditions at home). The schoolchildren who studied there were some 
1-2 years older than girls and boys of corresponding grade at elementary 
school. The Upesgriva School was elementary boarding-school and a few 
of the schoolchildren spent the whole semester there, even the whole study 
year. Some of them looked rather depressed. There were also hyperactive 
individuals, usually extremely active; it was difficult for them to sit still. 
The individual interests of the children were influenced and shaped by val
ues shared in their group of schoolmates. Even those who seemed to seemed 
to be outsiders were well informed about common informal school games, 
hobbies, popular activities and often supported the same ranking of prefer
ences, books and TV-heroes. The children tried to look for (or at least pre
fer) the same goods, although there was an excuse for this behavior. Their 
common lifestyle put an imprint into their way of thinking, their likes and 
dislikes.

Since the age and development were diverse, as was the knowledge of 
schoolchildren about media, their skills of expression differed greatly. The 
majority of the schoolchildren was rather inexperienced in visual arts ac
cording to strict criteria set by academic standards: their understanding of 
the principles of “good” design was poor, the pupils’ handling of tools and 
working with materials seemed weak, and “serious” images seldom ap
peared. From that classical, more conservative educational perspective their 
work was chaotic, schematic, full of stereotypes and naive. But from the 
viewpoint of message expressed in signs, a great number of children’s draw
ings communicated their life experience. Pictorial content told a great deal 
about their inner and outer worlds.

Some of the schoolchildren had already developed remarkably good ar
tistic skills working out their own repertoire. The previous teacher (although 
he was not a qualified art teacher) had noticed them as being good drawers 
too, and he tried to stimulate their artistic activities by arranging for the 
participation of those gifted students at regional art competitions of school
children from all schools in that district. Once two boys of the Upesgriva
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School managed to win diplomas at such an Olympiad. They were espe
cially good at depicting trees (pine trees with different birds on the branch
es) using pencil, pen or gouache techniques. Other themes had been at
tempted, but they were not so well received. Free choice drawings and chil
dren’s comments on their own works showed frequent uncertainty about 
possible criteria used in evaluating artistic production. Pupils usually char
acterized their pictures simply as being nice or ugly. Often the problems of 
composition or technical mastery were almost neglected. Children seemed 
to be delighted by the fact that someone had noticed their pure activity and 
appraised them. Due to importance, the quality of the work appeared only 
as secondary. It was not clear either what pictorial structures the previous 
teacher had imposed, except his favor for pleasant motifs of a representa
tional kind. Free choice drawings were frequently practised and he assessed 
them in correspondence with a definite theme accepted during the lesson.

When I started teaching at the Upesgriva School in 1985, the materials 
provided were rather limited. The school had a set of gouache, color pen
cils, eraser and a notebook with drawing paper for each schoolchild. Pupils 
usually used up those stocks of material very quickly. It was not easy then 
to organize a lesson. Besides that there appeared other types of difficulties: 
1) low motivation (the enthusiasm of schoolchildren weakened considera
bly after they felt criticism, even careful analysis reduced their concern, 
children looked uncertain about whether they could carry out a definite task 
and make their works better); 2) poor discipline (many of pupils were ex
tremely active, it was not easy to teach them how they should behave dur
ing an art lesson); and 3) inadequate knowledge about art and undeveloped 
skills (their sense of composition was simple and the images were quite 
unbalanced).

When Asked to Draw
When asked to draw whatever they liked, the schoolchildren drew very 

rapidly, almost in a hurry, without fine detailing. They left an impression 
that the speed was the main criterion in art for them. When criticized for not 
using the whole format, the lack of fine details, the absence of elaborated 
textures, etc. many schoolchildren lost a considerable amount of interest in 
a serious but not at all amusing enterprise. A kind of solution was found by 
the children themselves. They were fond of fairy tales and asked the teacher 
to read stories in front of them (the right book was chosen and brought by 
the schoolchildren). That was a good stimulus for patient work and a re
ward for satisfactory discipline. But there was no intention to make any 
direct link between those stories told to them and the drawings produced in
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the atmosphere of that literature. Children knew that excess disorder in the 
classroom, i.e. too much noise, would lead to the end of the story telling. At 
the same time, that agreement allowed the teacher to make breaks in read
ing and to spend those moments commenting briefly about the artistic pro
cedures of the pupils. The story telling stopped the manner of hurrying. 
Children were asked to continue drawing on the same sheet of paper until it 
was filled with images, completed in details or textures.

There was one more problem: copying. The schoolchildren were espe
cially good at reproducing patterns shown to them, drawn on the black
board. They could not imitate the right proportions, but the angles, direc
tions of the lines, and number of details were repeated quite properly. They 
showed some embarrassment when they were asked to complete their pic
tures on their own. At first they waited for more explanation. Concrete so
lutions demonstrated by the teacher were immediately copied. Learning 
turned out to be a dynamic process. The teacher indicated one kind of solu
tion, hid the already mentioned examples and urged the schoolchildren to 
remember, explore independently, and thus imagine and create their own 
original work (Figure 7, objects in the middle and the right part of the com
position).

In such a context it was interesting to investigate the art production of

F igure  7. Boy, 4th grade.
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the Upesgriva schoolchildren. The composition and stylistics were quite 
peculiar. Even when told how to coordinate parts in the whole unit, some 
details in their works still contradicted that intended balance and the sym
metry looked distorted. The schematic style with huge additions of decora
tive elements was transformed into a more natural representation and vice 
versa. The process of manipulation with tools and materials often seemed 
to be more worthwhile to them than the completed result, although it was 
frequently commented upon as specially designed. In realistic drawings ex
aggerated proportions, flatness, incorrect values and hues of color created 
very strange, mystical moods, although even in dramatic scenes the total 
impression of an image was rather optimistic. They did not often use mixed 
media, except when they were pointed out. Perhaps the schoolchildren were 
not so much stimulated to experiment that way and they reconciled them
selves to more convenient modes of handling techniques. They continued 
to go on almost the same way despite various media differences.

Children’s art has fascinated people for a long time. There is nothing 
strange in the fact that, in spite of its naivety some artists and educators feel 
nostalgia when looking at this “primitive” creativity. The stylish combina
tion of rationality and emotions, individual vague memories of a visual sign 
language once used during childhood but later abandoned as not precise 
and therefore unworthy has been a source of inspiration. It is interesting for 
an art teacher to investigate the ways in which the children will realize a 
definite theme. The analysis of design principles in children’s art and meth
ods of representational possibilities stimulate artistic thinking and produce 
new ideas for further works. Teaching influences an educator to explore 
new ways of how to express reality, matter-of-factly. There was an artistic 
temptation to see how children would accomplish a serious task of making 
a portrait and thus compare the results with our understanding of the world.

The assessment of children’s art by adults of course did not correspond 
exactly to the opinions held by the schoolchildren themselves. They often 
favored some story behind the drawn image. Many adults stress that the 
presence of a narrative only spoils the whole impression of design. The 
children’s comments on covert messages frequently meant more to them 
than “abstract” values of art theory like style unity. Criteria used in profes
sional circles seem to be unclear to an “unspoiled” artist like a child. It 
depends on learning whether children speak about surprising decorative 
appearance and expressiveness, usage of conditional space instead of linear 
perspective, paradoxically turn away from objective naturalism for the sake 
of pure originality in their creative output or consciously try to keep their 
style unchanged forever.

It is still interesting whether children are aware and proud of the unique
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ness of their art. One may consider the art of children to be ridiculously 
ugly. But it is not. It is beautiful and its charm lies in the simplicity of a real 
chaotically logical world, the sincerity of images and the directness of mes
sages.

Upesgriva schoolchildren often stressed that the art teacher was a real 
artist (they used the term “painter”). And all that the teacher draw was con
sidered to be very nice (even if a teacher himself looked upon his drawing 
as a rapid sketch or a failure). Pupils usually mentioned that they wanted to 
learn to paint like the teacher did, to acquire his mastery. That was some 
kind of motivation. Although too few of them suggested that they wanted to 
become painters when they grow up.

Another interesting thing happened when the Upesgriva schoolchildren 
introduced prizes for the best drawing. Initially some kind of reward had 
been used before that suggestion: oral appraisal and material prizes like 
sweets, candies or apples. Pupils enjoyed such order of evaluation and situ
ation with prizes. The process of choosing the best picture was put on a 
regular basis, in the form of voting. Each child had one vote and so did the 
teacher, thus collectively making a decision about which was the best work. 
Almost every lesson turned out as a little contest.

Children wanted to know how they could make their works more beauti
ful. It was rather difficult to tell children how they should elaborate on their 
individual works, since there was no universal solution for works of such 
diversity. It depended on a corresponding theme. Very often schoolchil
dren were asked to investigate properly objects such as the human face. The 
results were schematic (Figure 2). When asked to depict a real living per
son, they were not sure they could do that. Schoolchildren showed dissatis
faction with the first results. To avoid limiting abstractness and schematic 
ornamentation (otherwise welcomed stylistic forms) and multiple copying, 
there was an urgent need for a model. Sometimes schoolchildren were too 
shy to depict themselves or felt unease and fear of drawing their classmates. 
In school practice a teacher very often carried out that function and served 
as a model for portrait studies. It was possible to combine the teacher’s 
functions, artist’s authority and demonstrate the proportions of head anato
my and facial mimics. Schoolchildren were told to examine plastic features 
of a nose, eyes, ears, etc. and to compare these created images with reality.

It was a thrilling moment for the teacher as well to watch the results. 
Drawings told a lot about the attitude of children towards the art teacher. 
Comments on pictures revealed personal emotional experience. Unfortu
nately a few portraits were immediately destroyed by their creators. Per
haps these children could not match their drawn portrait to the idealized 
image of the teacher to the real appearance of the model.
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Figure 2. Girl, 2nd grade.

There was a factor of dual personal attitude towards the portrait: by the 
child who “truly” tried to depict the individual character and by the teacher 
who controversially assessed the pictures from the point of artistic values 
defined and shared by him and the similarity of appearance according to his 
personal esteem and self-accepted image. Thus portraits were of course 
subjectively perceived using double standards of criteria (not all that was 
beautiful was accurate). It was really difficult to evaluate those portraits. 
Many of them which had incorrect proportions, distorted structures and 
were not precise in usage of tone and shadowing, but were extremely fasci
nating from an artistic point of view, created more feelings than the “cor
rect” ones (Figure 3, see next page).
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Figure 3. Boy, 3rd grade.

The same procedure of collective evaluation happened with the portraits. 
The prize was introduced and everybody voted to select the best portrait. 
As usual there were two (sometimes three) winners. One prize went to the 
leader of a group (that portrait was not at all bad: the image was large, with 
a clear silhouette in strong lines, rather symmetrical, laconic in details, Fig
ure 4). The other winner was backed by the teacher and the rest of the 
schoolchildren (Figure 5). Perhaps those children were influenced by the 
opinion of their teacher; they often tried to support his view, they had 
learned the teacher’s taste and could immediately, simultaneously with the 
teacher select the “right” choice. Their predictions were almost always pre
cise.

Children like to draw. They look especially emotional when a teacher 
practitioner comes into the classroom for the first time. It is a thrilling mo
ment. In spite of not being convinced enough about the merits of a peda
gogical profession, many students (teacher practitioners) admit that they 
enjoy the time when they practice at schools, working together with the 
young generation. In their graduate works those students express warm 
memories.
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Figure 4. Boy, 3rd grade.

Figure 5. Boy, 4th grade.
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Drawings in Children’s Peer Culture

Norwegian notions of childhood are associated with freedom, friend
ships, autonomous play and self management among children. Many popu
lar ideas about the “good” and natural childhood make connections between 
children and nature, nature understood both as a state of innocence and as 
play outside in nature, exploring the paths of wilderness in the local com
munity.

Children’s opportunity to engage in self-governed play is “treated.” This 
change is related to restructuring of family life and work life, changing 
neighbourhoods, and extended schools days. Play is even more highly val
ued than before—both as an activity and as a metaphor for desired human 
qualities of creativity and innovation.

The framework for peer culture, however, has changed as more of chil
dren’s daily life takes place in schools and day-care centres, leaving neigh
bourhoods empty for main parts of the day. Children spend more time in
doors. Inside the house they are subject to “the outside world” through tel
evision, electronic games and so on. Also in the institutional settings such 
as schools, after-school programs and leisure time activities, the children 
spend most of their time indoors.

My research project

In my research project Norwegian Urban Childhood—Experiences o f  
Space and Time, I investigate how the restructuring of time and frequent 
shifts of physical and imaginary spaces have implications for children’s 
lives. It is necessary to ask how transformed spatial and temporal frame
works of childhood affect child-child relationships, children’s relationship 
with adults, and children’s values and capacities. My concern is with how 
these transformations are experienced, understood and reshaped by girls 
and boys in their situated childhood, and with how these changes can be 
theorised and empirically investigated.

It has been necessary to utilise a diverse array of techniques and method
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ologies in collecting my research data. In particular, a focus on children as 
main informants sets specific methodological premises, not least the neces
sity to understand the specific contexts of their statements. The study is 
based on ethnographic fieldwork in two neighbourhoods in Oslo, and took 
place in 1994-95. The two school districts are situated in different areas of 
the city, socially and culturally speaking, and both represent heterogeneous 
groups of children aged 6-12.

I am interested in how girls and boys deal with the complexity in their 
everyday life, how schools and after-school programs set premises for de
velopment of peer culture, and how media and new information technology 
become important frames of reference for the children.

In this paper I will focus only on a small part of the empirical material: 
my observations of drawing activities and the children's descriptions and 
explanations of special drawing events. I am interested in how these draw
ing practices are intermixed in social processes of peer culture. Especially 
in the after-school programs, drawing seems to be an activity often chosen 
by the children.

Imagined computer games
In one of the after-school programs, all the boys are members of a Com

puter Game Club. They have no actual computers to play with in the after
school program. However, the boys reconstruct the imagined world of the 
computer games in their drawings. Every day, the boys gather around care
fully made drawings of automatons, robots, bomb craters, and glowing lava 
flows. Day after day they make new drawings and discuss them, making 
noises when they follow the imaginary cursor. Many of the boys attach 
importance to making good reproductions of very detailed landscapes and 
machine components. Some of them are also fond of making detailed re
constructions of Transformers, a popular toy among the boys.

The Computer Game Club has led to a social hierarchy among the boys. 
Some of the boys are very engaged in organising the Club. They are, how
ever, not so interested in making drawings. Only a few boys are really very 
interested in drawings, attending the group of drawers for hours every af
ternoon, constructing new “games” on their sheets of paper. They compete 
to be the master of the most difficult sets. Every drawing is carefully col
lected and has a particular value. The boys negotiate the criteria of the best 
collections. Some of the boys are defined as very good drawers. They have 
attained a special status in the group of boys. For example, a quiet Philip
pine boy came to be one of the best drawers, and he is now deeply respected 
also in other contexts. Another boy, recently arrived from Bosnia, and not
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very good in the Norwegian language, also has acquired a good reputation, 
and he has made new friends in spite of his position as a new arrival.

None of the girls take part in these imagined games. Instead, the girls 
create their own fantasy world where they make up stories and dress up like 
witches catching young children to eat them for dinner, or poor Indian girls 
who must beg in the street, or lions and other wild animals in the jungle. 
Every day the small rooms are transformed into scenes inspired by televi
sion programs, children’s books, films and videos.

The girls also make drawings of princesses or houses with gardens and 
flowers. Often they will find best friends making the same sketch, com
menting on each others’ work, emphasising that the other’s drawings are 
far better than their own. In this way they confirm their relationships and 
the exciting experiences of constituting a unit. Many girls also frequently 
use drawings as part of their many extended play projects. For example, 
they are making posters for their theatre performances, producing tickets or 
money, or making feathers for their Pocahontas play. Drawings are then 
intermixed in the realisation of complex play projects.

The Book of Shoes

One afternoon three girls are making drawings at the kitchen table 
in one of the after-school programs. Two of the girls are making draw
ings on the same sheet of paper, commenting on each other’s quite 
non-figurative lines. The other girl is making a fancy woman, a dolly 
bird, and then beneath this drawing, in larger size, a leg with fancy 
shoes and stockings. The girl next to her notices the drawings, and 
asks if she can colour it. The first girl starts to make another pair of 
shoes. The shoes are designed with a nose of a mouse with big whisk
ers. The third girl also wants to make drawings of shoes. Very soon 
they proceed in the production, one making drawings, the next col
ouring them. Two other girls join the group. The teacher, who is pass
ing by, comments on the funny drawings. She asks if they can make 
her a pair of shoes that fit her new pink dress. “We can make you a 
Book of Shoes— and then you can choose yourself,” one of the girls 
says. The other girls are very excited. They find coloured sheets of 
paper which they pin to a book; they get scissors and adhesive sticks. 
For a long while the girls are sitting decorating the book with party 
shoes, fashion shoes, baby’s shoes and boots in the most fantastic and 
fancy shapes and colours. Then the book is solemnly presented to the 
teacher. Now, she can just choose!
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The event evolves through the children’s associations: fancy woman— 
fashion shoes— ordering of a pair of shoes— catalogue of shoes. One good 
idea is giving input to another; the group of girls collaborates without actu
ally arranging it. The rules for the interaction are well known, however 
unspoken. The girls take different positions in the group. One girl, periph
eral to the inner group of best friends, silently makes her colourful draw
ings, bringing them over to the ones taking responsibility for the layout.

The girls are making a catalogue of shoes— a genuine piece of work. At 
the same time the production process is very playful. The frame of refer
ence is to be real designers. The girls transform their voices and body lan
guage, and the conversations are very much like the busy business world of 
modern designers. Sometimes the frame is changed to the after-school pro
gram setting, being friends, making drawings, discussing the silly boys in 
their school class or yesterday’s practice match in soccer. These discus
sions take all their concentration for a while, before they return to the busy 
world of female designers.

The boys’ Computer Game Club as well as the girls’ creating of a cata
logue of shoes tell something about the ways drawings become events that 
are important for the social processes among the children. Drawing is im
portant not only as a style of communication but as a way of expressing 
themselves. When it takes place as a social activity, the act of drawing cre
ates communities where social positioning and belonging are negotiated. 
Both making drawings as such and the small talk along with it are impor
tant in these social processes.

The two events discussed in this paper tell something about children’s 
experiences and frames of reference, and how they are connected to the 
“outside world.” It is important not to define peer culture as being isolated 
from inputs from children’s involvement in the society as a whole. Child
hood is intermixed with the everlasting transformation processes. At the 
same time it is important to grasp the particular ways girls and boys create 
and reshape knowledge and experiences in their own ways. In my research 
the drawing events have been very thought provoking in understanding 
some aspects of these processes.

Adults set the terms of frames and content in childhood. When more 
time is spent indoors children become even more dependent on adults and 
the way we form their surroundings.

Conclusion
As a final remark I will draw attention to a paradox that I have emphaz- 

ised in my evaluations of art education and art workshops in after-school
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programs in Norway. It has to do with the role of the teachers and the way 
in which they organise the creative activities in institutional settings.

In the after-school programs, art education and creative work are very 
much emphasised along with good possibilities for the children’s self man
agement and autonomous play. In the ideological discussion these two aims 
are presented as dichotomies and exclude each other. What I have empha
sised in my evaluation is the way they become important conditions for 
each other. For example, in the event of the “Book of Shoes” the inquiry of 
the teacher about a new pair of shoes is an important turning point. She 
grasps the perspective of the girls and gives them an important input to their 
further progress in creating the advertisement for shoes.

Also important is the children’s capacity to utilise different kinds of 
equipment to realise their ideas in making things. Their competence in the 
use of tools and their competence in ways of expressing themselves are 
important for their capability to realise complex play projects. The most 
experienced children seem to be the ones most engaged in creative self 
management projects, and they really express pleasure in their play.

I find it important to emphasise the links between art education and chil
dren’s self management for several reasons:

• Self-governed artistic activities become important tasks for creating so
cial units among the children. Often these activities include both chil
dren having best friends and children without strong social ties.

• It seems that children mastering a variety of tools and who are familiar 
with different ways of expressing themselves have a strong self identity 
as “one who knows” and seem satisfied with the many play projects they 
manage to realise.

• To stimulate creative work, the role of the teachers as organisers and 
intermediators is as important in the ongoing daily schoolwork or play 
and self-governed activities as in the art lessons or art workshops. The 
organisation of the daily life and the fit up of the classroom, together 
with enough space and time for creative play and art activities, become 
in this perspective an important aspect of the teachers’ tasks.

• The creativity in children’s play, the open-ended associations, social dy
namics and changing frames of “this is play” and “this is real work” are 
also important in organised art education. For example when observing 
two art courses, both in drawing and painting, the children got very dif
ferent experiences of the creative processes. In one of the courses they 
used easels spread around the emptied classroom, and they could choose 
among different kinds of painting and drawing tools. The other work
shop was held in an ordinary classroom where the children were sitting
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at their desks, individually, “answering” the exercises given by the teach
er who had written them down on the blackboard. In the first case the 
children turned into the role of “artists” when acting as artists in front of 
the easels. They brought with them the playful shifting of frames of ref
erences, from being artists to being friends at the workshop. It seems as 
if this playful approach, which opens up for the style and logic of 
creativity and experiments well-known in peer culture, is a very useful 
contribution to art educational settings.

This open-ended association and playfulness may ensure the vital proc
esses of transforming inputs and impressions from different physical and 
imagined spaces into play and creative work that create meaning out of the 
complex life experiences of today’s children.
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Brent Wilson, Penn State University

The Vilnius Conference 
and the Future of Child Art: 

A Philosophical Agenda

The Vilnius conference on the cultural contexts that shape children’s 
image-making (and the research contexts in which those images are inves
tigated) did more than just live up to the implicit promises contained within 
its title. The papers printed in this volume present a retrospective view of 
the ways in which young people’s images have been studied. The papers 
presented in this volume represent the educational, historical, psychologi
cal, social, cultural, semiotic, and personal realms in which children’s im
ages are interpreted. Nevertheless, the question which still must be asked 
is, have we taken into account all the important contexts in which chil
dren’s visual images should be understood? What seems absent from the 
proceedings is a philosophy of child art, (or perhaps, more modestly), the 
need to think philosophically about children’s images. Actually, every pa
per presented at the conference makes implicit assumptions about the phil
osophical status of children’s images. Is it time to make those assumptions 
explicit? What would a philosophy of child art encompass?

To understand the ways we think about child art, the ways we define it, 
classify it, encourage its production, and the ways we respond to, interpret, 
and evaluate it are highly influenced by various philosophies of art. This 
relationship between contemporary conceptions of art and children’s imag
es notwithstanding, at present there is no systematically developed philos
ophy of child art. In a time when, as Danto claims, art and philosophy are 
virtually indistinguishable (1997, p. 31), philosophical attention to child art 
seems long overdue.

Master Narratives and Child Art
Child art is not something that has existed for centuries. Indeed, it is a 

recent social construction shaped by events within both education and the
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world of adult art. Child art, like adult art, is not static. It has changed over 
time and it will continue to change. Indeed, today when the art world is in a 
chaotic state, it is highly probable that child art, too, will reflect this con
temporary indeterminacy.

I think that there are advantages— educational, political, and ideologi
cal—in retaining the concept of child art, albeit a conception that should 
probably be expanded vastly from the mainly modernist notions of child art 
that currently guide our inquiries. A postmodern philosophy of child art 
might eventually include, through the processes of interpretation, many self
initiated media-inspired acts of children’s image-making, playful perfor
mative acts that leave no residue of images, and all sorts of assemblages 
that are beyond our current definitions of child art. When some of these 
forms are defined as child art, art education in schools has the possibility of 
being richer, more interesting, and most importantly, more educative than 
it is now. But I’m getting ahead of my story. If we were to think philosophi
cally about child art, where might our inquiry take us?

Child Art and the Decline 
of the Mimetic Master Narrative

In the West, prior to the mid-nineteenth century, mimesis was the “mas
ter narrative” (a term borrowed from Danto (1997, pp. 41-58) that guided 
conceptions of art. From the Renaissance onward an artwork was judged to 
have merit to the extent that it approximated images and scenes from natu
ral and constructed environments. We all know that very young children 
are unable to draw realistically. Even with tutoring, it is not until the early 
teenage years that young people are able to master graphic conventions 
such as foreshortening, shading, shadow, anatomical proportions, perspec
tive, and motion. Until the modernist era children’s crude depictions of 
humans and animals situated within perspectival environments might have 
represented their attempts to draw realistically, but their efforts didn’t qual
ify as art. Still, when these images showed precocious promise that a child 
was on his (or her) way to achieving graphic realism, it provided adults 
with a means for identifying promising young men (mostly) who were then 
apprenticed to artists. In short, when the mimetic master narrative defined 
what counted as art, it was very difficult for the graphic images of children 
to be classified as art.1
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Child Art and the Modernist Master Narrative

The new artistic master narrative that began in the second half of the 
nineteenth century rejected realism as art’s privileged end state. Art be
came abstract and expressive. Originality triumphed over convention, rule- 
breaking over rule-following, flatness over depth, form over content, the 
universal over the specific.

The same quest that led artists to seek inspiration in the images of tribal 
peoples led them to the art of little children. Viola tells of the response of 
Viennese artists to the art of children. “There was great rejoicing! . . Here 
was that which they sought” (Viola, 1936, pp. 12-13). When the images of 
children that were heretofore considered crude and unskilled were now seen 
to possess the very features and qualities that artists’ wished to achieve in 
their own works, it was a sure sign that mimesis was losing its allure. The 
modernist master narrative that held that art should appear unconventional, 
break rules, flow from an inner wellspring of creativity, etc. made it rela
tively easy for children’s images to cross over the border from non-art to 
art. As important as this category shift might have been to the way artists 
and educators thought about the “creative expression” of children, the jour
ney children's images took from the realm beyond the boundaries of art to 
a place inside the art world’s borders was a short one. Child art remained 
isolated at the art world’s outer margins. Yes, the Blaue Reiter almanac 
published children’s art for artistic reasons (Miesel, 1970, p. 44), the Muse
um of Modern Art in New York permitted d ’Amico to exhibit children’s 
art, and books are still being written about relationships between child and 
adult art (Fineberg, 1997). Indeed, it is possible to argue that today child art 
is actually more marginal within the art world than it was when Kandinsky, 
Klee, and Marc first wrote about it nearly one hundred years ago. The mod
ernist master narrative, which permitted children’s images to enter the art 
world, has done little to move child art inward to a more central position 
within the art world. In the final analysis, however, we must ask if it matters 
whether or not child art has a place in the art world. More pointedly, I think 
we must ask whether or not it matters that children’s images are classified 
as art. This issue becomes increasingly complicated in the postmodern era.

Postmodernism as the Absence 
of A Master Narrative

Arthur Danto (1997) has written extensively on the decline of the mod
ernist master narrative. He is fascinated by the current condition within the 
art world where, rather than something that could be called a postmodern
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master narrative, there is no master narrative whatsoever. He characterizes 
our contemporary era as the time “after the end of art.” In an essay titled 
“politics and post-historical art” this is how Danto (1997) characterizes to
day’s art world:

I want now to register the way in which artists turned away from 
art as defined by modernist criteria in the late sixties and through the 
seventies, as if through their conduct they acknowledged that the tre
mendous narrative of modernism was over, even though they had no 
other narrative to put in its place ... Indeed, it was a theme of post
modernism, according especially to Lyotard, that there were no more 
master narratives to be had (145).

The end of art, first proclaimed by Danto in 1984, must be understood in 
the special way he intends it. Since he wrote his first essay about the end of 
art, Danto has had to do a lot of explaining. In his words, “I really meant to 
proclaim that a certain kind of closure had occurred in the historical devel
opment of art, that an era of astonishing creativity lasting perhaps six centu
ries in the West had come to an end, and that whatever art was to be made 
from then on would be marked by what I was prepared to call a post-histor
ical character (1997, p. 21). Danto concedes that in the post-historical era 
artworks will still be created, but they will be made with a unique kind of 
historical awareness. That awareness is characterized succinctly by Hans 
Belting (1987): “Contemporary art manifests an awareness of a history of 
art but no longer carries it forward” (p.3). To indicate how much things 
have changed from the modernist master narrative, Danto claims “Whatev
er art is, it is no longer something primarily to be looked at. Stared at per
haps, but not primarily looked at (1997, p. 16). He goes on to say that “Con
temporary art is too pluralistic in intention and realization to allow itself to 
be captured along a single dimension” (p. 17).

Since visual correspondence between children’s images and modern art 
led to the construction of the concept of child art, it is interesting to contem
plate the status of child art in the post-historical-art/no-master-narrative 
time. To be more specific, it is useful to examine some of the characteristics 
of the postmodern art world to see how they problematize what we now call 
child art.

Art as Philosophy. Danto quotes from Hegel’s famous lecture of 1824 
in which the philosopher stated: “The philosophy of art is therefore a great
er need in our day than it was in days when art by itself yielded full satisfac
tion [through its aesthetic qualities]. Art [today] invites us to intellectual 
consideration, and that not for the purpose of creating art again, but for
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knowing philosophically what art is.” Much of Danto’s work over the last 
two decades has been to show how artworks made by artists such as Duch
amp with his readymades and Warhol with his Brillo Boxes serve the prin
cipal purpose of “knowing philosophically what art is” (Danto, 1997, p. 
31). Child art seems certainly not to question its own nature. Is it even 
possible that it could?

Appearance No Longer Counts. Danto refers to modernist manifestos 
that attempted to define the “true and only art, as if the movement it ex
presses had made the philosophical discovery of what art essentially is. But 
the true philosophical discovery,” according to Danto, “is that there really 
is no art more true than any other, and there is no one way art has to be: all 
art is equally and indifferently art” (Danto, 1997, p. 34). If we are to deter
mine what art is, we will have to rely on our intellect, upon our critical 
facilities, not visual perception (Danto, 1997, p. 13). Children’s images ac
quired their status as artworks on the basis of appearance. Does appearance 
still count in the realm of child art? How would our understanding of chil
dren’s images change if we were to address them philosophically?

Aesthetic Qualities Discounted. When appearance is no longer a dis
tinguishing characteristic of art works, then expressive qualities, form, and 
composition diminish in importance. According to Danto, the connection 
between art and aesthetics was merely a historical contingency and aesthet
ic and expressive qualities can no longer be considered as essential features 
of art (1997, p. 25). How might the diminished status of aesthetic features 
affect art education where harmonious design is often seen as the end to
ward which art making is directed— where the elements and principles of 
design along with the skillful control of media and technique still provides 
the basis forjudging the merit of student works? Can child art be separated 
from aesthetics?

Interpretations Make Artworks. If aesthetic qualities are not the dis
tinguishing characteristic of art, then what is? Danto argues that mere ob
jects can be transformed into artworks. But how? He writes, “My theory of 
interpretation is ... constitutive, for an object is an artwork at all only in 
relation to an interpretation ... Interpretation in my sense is transfigurative. 
It transforms objects into works of art” (1986, p. 44). In other words, ob
jects become artworks when interpretations provide them with the episte- 
mological trappings associated with artworks. Children’s images haven’t 
attracted much interpretation from critics—or interestingly—from art edu
cators and psychologists. How does this lack of criticism affect the status of
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children’s images, and could we actually transform children’s mere objects 
and actions through critical interpretation?

A Multiplicity of (New) Art Forms and Issues of Classification. In
the postmodern era there are many new kinds of artworks to interpret. Pho
tography, born at about the same time as modernism, became the first seri
ous challenge to painting. As painting’s status as the paradigmatic art form 
was questioned, artists turned to other forms such as collage, montage, as
semblage, and, more recently, video art, film, performance art, installation, 
earth works, etc. These new art forms suggest that if we were to look again 
at what children do we would find that what they do and what they make 
correspond to the acts and actions of artists. Can, for example, some types 
of children’s pretend play be classified as performance art? If so, why? If 
not why not? Or to suggest another line of inquiry, young children’s draw
ings are usually quite easily distinguished from adult artists’ drawings, but 
is there any useful distinction that can be made between a child’s photo
graph and an artist’s photograph? Does the category, child art, actually dis
integrate when considered in light of some forms of art?

New Art Forms and Developmental Accounts. In art education, de
velopmental accounts are directed primarily toward drawing. When new 
art forms emerge, they suggest new and different artistic developmental 
end-states, and they invite new developmental accounts. Nevertheless, we 
researchers have shown little interest in providing these accounts. Conse
quently, there is nearly a century’s backlog of work to do in explaining and 
theorizing about development in art forms such as children’s photography, 
collage, assemblage, montage, cinema, and now we face the possible chal
lenge of things such as children’s performance, installation, and various 
forms of digital art. If we were to undertake the construction of new devel
opmental accounts relating to a variety of art forms, could we even do so 
without first addressing issues of definition and status? Would new devel
opmental accounts change our conceptions of child art?

Multiple Interpretations. In the postmodern era the assumption that 
there is a single privileged “true” interpretation of an artwork offered from 
one viewpoint is increasingly unacceptable. We have entered a time when 
multiple interpretations are not just desirable, we think they are necessary. 
The interests and conflicts of interest, differing experiences and viewpoints, 
values and assumptions of interpreters are thought to enrich artworks while 
simultaneously stimulating debate. When it comes to childhood images and 
art-like activities we have hardly begun to consider the interpretation of 
images from different perspectives— from the vantage point of the child,
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the teacher, the empirical researcher, the semiotician, the postmodern phi
losopher (Wilson, 1997 A, & 1997 B).

Reflections on the Context 
for Philosophical Studies of Child Art

Perhaps I betray my pragmatic leanings when I claim that Danto’s no
tions about the nature of art and other factors relating to art and artworks in 
the post-historical area hold the possibility of changing our ideas about child 
art in profound ways. I must note, however, that when a philosopher of art 
such as Danto explores the nature of art he deals with descriptions of its 
possible character. When art educators and researchers of children’s imag
es question the nature of child art, we attend to its possible character from 
the standpoint of what we desire child art to become in light of its presumed 
educational value. In other words our explorations of the nature of child art 
or children’s images are undertaken as both descriptions and prescriptions 
and especially with regard to the relationships between descriptions and 
prescriptions and between means and ends.

How the Things Children Make Become Art
Danto claims that, in the post-historical era, since artworks cannot be 

defined by their visual and aesthetic characteristics, objects and events are 
transformed into artworks through interpretation. Taking a retrospective 
look, Danto’s explanation regarding how objects become artworks can be 
applied to children and their art in two different ways.

First, child art is made through designation. Beginning in the 1870’s 
children’s graphic play began to be interpreted as art because it appeared 
similar to the things that artists were making that were already classified as 
artworks. Through acts of interpretative designation, educators and artists 
transformed the results of children’s graphic play into artworks.

Second, child art is made through request. Once the child art category 
was constructed, educators looked at the many different kinds of things 
artists make, asked children to make things like them, and then, on the basis 
of resemblance, designated the resulting objects art—child art. This pretty 
much describes what goes on in elementary and secondary school art class
es almost anywhere in the world. But does this act of persuading children to 
follow artistic models result in the production of artworks? If it is ideas and 
philosophy rather than visual qualities that count, then are we merely de
luding ourselves when we think that we are having children make art in art 
classrooms?
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If child art is a contestable concept that has become increasingly prob
lematic in the post-historical era, as I believe it is, then doesn’t it become 
increasingly important to examine the role of the teacher in both the literal 
and figurative creation of child art? Shouldn’t we examine why some things 
that children make become art and why some don’t, and to examine our 
pedagogical practices that result or do not result in the creation of child art?

Since the discovery of child art was based on finding a correspondence 
between the graphic images that children made during playtime and the 
images that convention-flaunting modernist expressionist artists were mak
ing, then is it possible to extend the boundaries of child art by first taking 
note that in their self-initiated dramatic and pretend-play children do things 
with their bodies similar to the things that performance artists do, and then 
encouraging children to proclaim their little actions as acts of performance 
art? If children in their spontaneous play create things that have the appear
ance of the things that installation artists and earth-artists make, then should 
we co-opt them, call them child-earth-art and child-installation art, and add 
these new art forms to our definitions of child art— and to our curricula?

Should We Deliberately Create 
New Forms of Child Art?

If art has entered its post-historical phase where artworks can be any
thing and where they can have any conceivable look, and since teachers 
exert considerable control— and in many instances nearly complete con
trol— over the images created by children in their classroom, then in this 
time after the end of art, should teachers consciously assign children to 
create all sorts of art? Should art teachers use children’s acquiescence and 
malleability to get them, for example, to create artworks that question the 
assumed nature of child art, to produce child-artworks that look like adult- 
artworks, to make artworks in which there is a conscious effort to mix child
like and artist-like images, to make artworks that mimic and mix styles, to 
make artworks that are consciously anti-visual or anti-aesthetic, to make 
works for the purpose of attempting to transform them into artworks through 
multiple acts of interpretation?

If teachers were deliberately to persuade young people to work ironical
ly— for that is what I have just suggested, then would the purpose of chil
dren’s image-making be in effect to raise philosophical questions about the 
nature of child art? Does this kind of activity have a desirable educational 
payoff?
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Conclusion

If we were to accept the notion that artworks have intentions and that the 
images created by children, whether those images are artworks or not, have 
intentions too, then we have a fruitful beginning place for the analysis of 
just what these images are and what they do. Children’s and students’ im
ages are signs that point to the interests of those who created them—to 
students and the adult teachers who told the children what to do. They are 
signs of what a particular art educational ideology “says” children’s school 
art should be. They are also signs of the way art educational ideologies 
have translated events within the art world into prescriptions for art educa
tional goals, teaching practices, and research agenda. The images are in 
effect a series of contradictory signs that may be read in very different ways 
by individuals representing different communities of interest and sometimes 
communities of conflicting interests. Rather than insisting that we arrive at 
some consensus of meaning, the indeterminacy of the post-historical era 
permits us to forage through the long history of art, the shorter history of art 
education, and postmodern theories of art, psychology, literature, and visu
al culture for interpretive perspectives. We might experiment to see what 
we have to learn from multiple interpretations that might lead to conflicting 
definitions of child art. Indeed, if we were to pursue an array of contradic
tory interpretations, we might actually stumble upon new insights regard
ing the ways that children’s image-making activities educate. It is my belief 
that because we have not probed deeply enough into the alternative ways 
that child art might be conceived of philosophically, we do not have a suf
ficient basis for addressing issues regarding the ways that art might educate 
in classrooms— and in children’s lives outside and beyond schools.

Note
1. It is fascinating to note, however, that even when the various stories constituting 
the modernist master narrative replaced the mimetic narrative, most accounts of 
children’s graphic developmental stages showed the trajectory toward “dawning 
realism” and pseudo-realism (Lowenfeld, 1957).
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