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Art Viewing and Aesthetic Development: Designing for the Viewer
Abigal Housen

Visual Unde standing in Education

My work began with this: how could viewing art make some uncomfortable, others bored
or edgy, and till others animated and excited? Fascinated by these distinctive reactions |
wanted to know more aboutwha | would later call aesthetic development. How do
people experience art? Wha goes onin thar minds asthey stand in frontof apanting?
Wha goes on over ther lifetimes as they stand agan and agan in front of many

pantings?

From a pedagogica point of view, | wanted to know wha aesthetic skills are developead
in looking at awork of art. What causes such development? | decided tha only by
undestanding viewing from the viewer@ perspective could | undestand how to suppot
and nurture and, findly, foger aesthetic growth. Initially, | developed aresearch method
to measure the art-viewing experience. Then, after years of teaching and research, |
collaborated with Philip Yenawineto create educationd practices tha hdp learne's move

to new levels of aesthetic experience.

Stages of Aesthetic Development
Inthe1970s | demondrated tha, regardless of cultural or sodoecononic background,

viewers undestand works of art in predictable paternstha | call Gtages.OMy research



showed that we process artwork in a sequence of these stages (Housen, 1983) In the
enauing decades, |, with my colleagueKarin DeSantis, demondrated thisfact in research
studies where we showed thd, if exposed to acarefully sequenced series of artworks,
viewersOways of interpreting images would evolve in a predictable manne. We also
foundtha given certain key elementsin thedesign of aesthetic encounters, growth in
critical and creative thinking accompanied growth in aesthetic thought In other words in
the process of looking at and talking aboutart, theviewer is developing skills not
ordinarily assodated with art. These findingswere congstent over awiderangeof
cultural and sodoecononic contexts (Housen, 19923 2000,2002;Housen, DeSantis, &

Duke, 1997)

When viewers talkN in a stream-of-constiousess monologueN aboutan image, and
every ides, assodation, pause, and obsrvationis transcribed and andyzed, the different
stages become appaent. Each aesthetic stageis characterized by a knowable set of
interrelated attributes. Each stage hasits own particular, even idiosynaratic, way of

making sene of theimage | review them here.’

Stagel
At Stagel, Accounive, viewers are listmakers and storytellers. They make smple,
conaete, observations

Lines, ovds, squaesE (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

* All quotes appearing here are taken from aesthetic development interviews we conducted over 18 years.
Aesthetic Development Interviews are nondirective, stream-of-consciousness-type interviews (Housen,
1983).



At times, the Stage | viewer makes observationsand assodationstha appear
idiosynaratic and imagindive:

[A] giraffe@ back ... adog3 face. (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

Likewise, the Stagel viewer may incorporate people and objects into an idiosynaratic
narative:

| see two ladies, hdding each other. (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

It seems to me he@ going home now, and he can®find his clothes. (Cezanne

Bather)

Judgmrents are based on what the viewer knows and likes:

Thewallpape isbeautiful. (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

Emotionscolor the comments, as the Stage| viewer animates theimage with wordsand
becomes pat of an unfolding drama:
E Like he@ hurt [his arms] when hewas swimming or like he was mad or

something theway hewas holding his arms. (Cezanne Bather)

The Stage| viewer (the GtorytellerQ and theimage (the GtoryQ are one Theviewer

engagesin an imaginaively resourceful, autononous, and aesthetic respons.



Stagel |

At Stagell, Condructive, viewers set aboutbuilding a framework for looking at art,
usng the mog accessible tools at hand: thar perceptions ther knowledgeof the natura
world, and the values of thar sodal and moral world. Observationshave a conarete,
known reference point:

Andthey havefivefingeas, jud like us (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

If thework does notlooktheway it is Gupposd tolN if skill, hard work, utility, and
realism are not evident (thetree is orangeingead of brown), or if the subject seems
ingppropriate (if themes of motherhoodare transposed into themes aboutsexudity)N the
Stage | viewer judges thework to be"weirdOandlacking in value:

Thehar onthefirst pasonisblond,andit istrue, butthereisnosuch thingasa

purple face. (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

Asthis viewer strives to map what she sees onto wha sheknows from her own
conventions, values, and bdiefs, her observationsand assod ationsbecome more linked
and detailed. Theviewer lookscarefully and puzzles. An interest in the artist@ intentions
develops

Theperson has chosen, ingead of uang circles for the background,heused |ots of

diamonds (Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror)

Emotionsbegin to go undeground,and the Stagell viewer beginsto distance herself

fromthework of art.



Stagel Il
At Stagelll, Classifying, theviewer adoptstheandytical stance of theart historian.
Studying the conventionsand canonsof art history, shewants to identify thework as to
school, style, time, and provenance. The Stagelll viewer wantsto know all that can be
known aboutthe artist@ life and work, from when and where an artist lived to how the
work isviewed in the panoply of artists:
| guess how much thisresembles primitive art in a sense because thefigures are
flat and representationd, and yet they®e nudes which were sort of an 18th-
century, 19th-century preoccupdion, and yet [it] foreshadows moden art.

(Picasso, Les Demoiselles d@wignon)

The Stagelll viewer searches the surface of the canvas for clues, uang hislibrary of
facts, which heis eager to expand. His chan of information becomes increasingly
complex and multilayered:
It seemsto metha thisis oneof anumber of Picassosthat redlly isvery
indicative of E two of his styles tha are blending, this sort of monunental style
of female drawing and thelater Cubist style which you see enteringinto it E

(Picasso, Les Demoiselles d@vignon)

This viewer bdievestha propely categorized, thework of art@ meaning and message

can beexplained and rationdized.



StagelV

In StagelV, Interpretive, viewers seek an interactive and spontaneousencounter with a

work of art:
| don®think that [drawing theideal human form] was what hereally had in mind
as bang tha important, so maybe he de-emphasized some of thefeatures,
abgtracted more because hewas looking for usto look at other thingd\ she does
seem to be having some trouble with her reach, closing tha circle, so tha addsa
little stress to the picture, tha@ nice, it gives you so much to think about

(Matisse, Dance)

Exploring the canvas, letting the meaning of thework slowly unfold, the StagelV viewer
appreciates formal subtleties. She unwraps methods and processes in anew way,
discovers new themesin afamiliar compostion, and distinguishes subtle comparisons
and contradictions
It also remindsme of, | mean, | can imaginelike the suffragettes of thetime jus
thinking this panting was so terrific. E | don®know this, thisisjust an
assumption of mine, butl think they would really, like, takeit in, and like want it
to betharsaswell, like the strength, the unity of women, sort of hdping and
nurturing each other in away, sort of leading each other on a pah. (Matisse,

Dan)



Critical skillsare putin service of feelingsandintuitions asthe StagelV viewer letsthe
meaning of theworkN its symbolsN emerge. Each new encounier presents a chance for
new indghts and experiences, and with each new GéhaOcomes a new engagement:
And it@ not perfect, there@ like a humenity in this piece that speaks very clearly
because of that irregularity in thelineand thesize, the propottion of each, which

|®n sure means other thingsas well butreally spesk to me. (Matisse, Dance)

Knowing that thework of art@ identity and value are subject to reinterpretation, this

viewer trugs his own processes, which are knowingly subject to chance and change

StageV
At StageV, Re-Creative, viewers, having established alonghistory of viewing and
reflecting aboutart, now willingly sugpend bdief (as described by Coleridge 1817. The
work of art isnotjus pgoe and pant. Theviewer sees the object as semblant, real, and
animated with alife of its own:
Themorel look at the panting, themore | have this sense of the sexudity as
beng akind of pressure tha puses away fromthe canvas butin some waysis

tightly hdd by the canvasitself. (Picasso, Les Demoiselles d@vignon)

The StageV viewer beginsan imaginative contemplation of thework (Baldwin, 1975)
Transcending prior knowedgeand experience, this viewer gives himself peamissionto
encountr theartwork with a childlike openness. A trained eye, critical stance, and

responsve attitudeare his lenses as the multifaceted experience of theartwork guides his



viewing. A familiar pantingislike an old friend, known intimately yet full of surprise,
deserving attention on adaly level, butaso existing on amore elevated plane
| think jug thefreshness of it jus keeps coming throughcontinuousy, even
thoughit@ quite an old painting at this point, it still seems very new to me.O

(Picasso, Les Demoiselles d@wvignon)

Drawing onthar own history with thework in paticular, andwith viewingin general,
these viewers combine persond, playful contemplation with onemore broadly
encompassing and reflecting universal concerns Aswith important friendships timeisa
key ingredient, allowing the StageV viewer to closely know the biography of the work:
its history, questions intricacies, and ecology. Here, memory infuses the landscape of the
panting, intricately combining the persond and the universal.
There are preliminary drawingsfor this painting which incorporated asailor and a
dodor, | bdieve, standing to theside and pulling back a curtain and seeing the
interior E and theideatha Picasso eliminated those male figures and just
presented the panting directly to theviewer, almost asking theviewer to bein
tha postion seemed to beavery interesting change in thethinking aboutart.

(Picasso, Les Demoiselles d@wignon)

Educational Implications of Aesthetic Stages
Listening to thewondeful complexity of viewersQremarks at each stage, it becomes
undestandable that thar particular ways of processingN their stagesN must betaken into

accountif we areto design effective eductiond experiences. Having a detailed map of



aesthetic stages is a useful tool in this endeavor, for it enables usto select images based
on our undestanding of viewersQinterests and needs at each stage. To begin with, our
god becomes clear: to design programs tha foder aesthetic development in a measurable

way (Housen & Yenawing 2000a 2000h 2001h 2002)

To bemore specific aboutcurricula, thefollowing discussion describes learning
environments for Stages | throughlV. For thefirst two stages (I and 1), | cite questions
used in Visud Thinking Strategies (VTS) (Housen & Yenawing P. 2000a 2000b,2001b,
2002) acurriculumdesigned for beginne viewers. For Stages |11 and 1V, | discussthe
issues and questionscentral to learning environments for these stages. | do thiseven
thoughwe have foundtha VTS (the curriculum for Stages | and Il) can be successfully
and effectively used with all ages and levels, provided that theimages are chosen

appropriately (Yenawine 2003)

QWha is going on in this picture?O(Housen & Yenawine, 20013N the central question
for Stage| viewersN isthefirst question we usein VTS. Althoughthis question works
for all stages, it emerges fromthe beginne viewer, whois asking, QVhat is hgppening in
this image?OBy usng the active phrase, Gs going on,Owe encourage beginnasto do
wha they do naturally: enter into the picture and then create alist or tell astory. This
question actively suppots theviewer by keeping atention on the pictureN CEyes onthe
canvas! QN apivotal step in art viewing. When a group of beginne viewers respondsto
this question, everyonestarts looking longe and more intently, discovering new deails,

and listening to multiple points of view.



To keep agroupof beginne viewers (Stages | and I1) focused on theimage, thenext
question, OVhat do you see tha makes you say tha?O(Housen & Yenawine 20013,
asksthat viewersto suppot ther interpretative comments. This question concentrates the
groupdiscussion ontheimage prompting everyone to looklonge and harder, see more
complexly, interact with oneanother, and revise and expand ther initial interpretations
Viewers learn to reason by citing evidence foundin theimage A third questionN QWhat
more can you findZN recharges the process of looking and ensures that the group
continues to look intensdly, finding tha the more they look, the more they see and tha

there can be more than onerightanswer.

Stage Il viewersQcentral questionsconcern theway theimagelooksand how it was
made questionsabouttechniqueand skill mix with ones aboutartistic choice and values.
VTS images are selected tha meet viewers where they are, aswell as chdlengethem to
explore new subjects and pursueindpient questions. As Stagell viewers begin to be
aware of abodyof information unknown to them, theimages they view allow them to
feel comfortable, while at the same time stretching them to look at new thingsand to
voice thar thoughs. If theviewers value gooddraftsmanship and Cezanne3 painting of
his son does notlook well rendered to their eyes, the VTS question QVha do you see that
makes you say tha?O(Housen & Yenawine, 20013 will lead the viewers to hear and
consde different points of view. They begin to see tha there can be paradoxes. The
discussion provides a safe arenato think aboutwhy someoneelseN in this case, the

artistN may have chosen to pantin a particular way. Intime, the Stage |l viewer arrives



at the conaept of intentiondity as he or she consders tha marks left onthe canvas, which
might at first look like carelessness or mistakes, were intentiondly left there by theartist.
With more viewing experience, more complex, less narrative images are introduced,

drawing the Stagell viewer further from his or her naive preconcgptionsand degper into

thework of art (Yenawine 2003)

Stagelll viewers are interested in gathering and categori zing information aboutworks of
art and artists, styles and schools, methodsand techniques. With careful looking,
discussion, and independent reading, Stage |11 viewers accumulate that soughtafter
information. As Stagelll viewers degpen thar study and encounter unexpected
juxtapostionsof images, they unaver and then mug grapple with the shifting
classificationsof thar recently acquired theories. Discussonsdrawing onthemes like the
misidentification and reclassification of masterpieces, fakes, overlapping styles of
artistsN issues tha soften the distinctionsamongart historical categoriesN chdlenge
Stagelll viewersto build on, and go beyond wha they know and how they know it.
Such chdlenges demand that the Stage 11 learner re-engagein a degper and more
complex observation of the object. Discussionsencouraging learners to consder different
pieces of information aboutoneart olject chdlengethe Stagelll viewer to confronta
multiplicity of viewpoints, degpen pesond ingghts, and to unmver and take ownership

of oned own paint of view.

Stage |V viewers bring complex and nuanced persond sengbilities, experiences, and

ingghtsto art viewing. Programs intended for them will beopen-endal, perhgps starting



with a problem, atheme, or an inquiry. As prominent participants in any discussion, they
easly share thar evolvingingghts and discoveries. StagelV viewersthrive onthe
ongong, changing, and ever-expanding experience of interacting with art. These viewers
enjoy the moment-to-moment process of viewing, whether it is unexpected contrasts and
compaisons asurprising mix of media or disciplines, or unlimited access to oneimage.
They are open to new condudgonsreached in themoment. Openness to multiple voices
and points of view allows Stage |V viewersto see theimage throughmany perspectives

simultaneoudy and to weave togeher many levels of viewing.

The Implication of Stages in Effective Pedagogical Design
Aesthdic stageresearch offers salient ingghts into when and how learning takes place.
First, aviewer@ thinking is characterized by a spectrum of thoughs, with thoge of one
stageintermingled with adjacent stages. In other words, arangewithin a developmental
architecture, nota single point, best represents each learner. Identifying the precise
developmental level of each learner islessimportant than successfully estimating the
general level of thegroup In Visud Undestanding in Education® (VUE) curriculum,
this meanstheteacher does not have to know the exact stage of each viewer. Aslongas
themod prevalent stage can be estimated, engagement in learning predictably takes place

(Hous=en, 2000,2001)

Second, stages are characterized by core questionsin the viewer@ mind. Therefore, as
long as we undestand wha these questionsare and develop experiences tha allow the

learner to grapple with those questionsdirectly, development will occur. In other words



honoiing theundelying developmental currents of thetarget popuktion leadsto
pedagogical success. Within VUEQ curriculum, the aesthetic development measurement
system (Housen, 1983,1992h 2000 hdpsmap in degail the questionslearners face at
different stages. This enables curriculum design that tracks with the questionsof each

popuktion, increasing theinddence of growth.

Third, to design powerful developmental experiences, we need to track how thinking
paternsshift from onestageto the next. In other words we mug undestand the shgpe of
the next developmental milestoneof our popuktion and target curricular experiences
towardstha turning point. When creating VUE programs, we use stage datato
characterize shifts and then use this undestanding to design proximal experiences
(Housen & DeSantis, 200Q 2001, 2002;DeSantis, 2000) These new chdlenges require
more hard-looking and reflection onthe pat of thelearner, and yet each learner is
suppoted by pedagogical scaffoldstha bridgecurrent needswith newly emerging
guestionsand interests (Vygotsky, 1978) In this process of discovery, each new learner
creates adynamic tendon as he or she choo®s issues, condrucds arguments, ownswha
heor sheknows, discardstherest, and becomes ready for a new set of chdlenges.
Educaionis aboutproviding a taste of the next, proximal way of thinking. Exercises tha

arerooted in thelogic of each sidelN old and newN promote growth mogt effectively.

Summary
My joumey into the aesthetic experience led me degp into theworld of theviewer,

effectively undetakingN athoughl didn@realizeit at the outsetN an empirical



exploration of developmental theory. The Goad mapOtha grew out of my examination of
aesthetic thoughtand growth, combined with an applied undestanding of congrudtivist
learning theory (Brown, 1992,Bruner, 1966;Kuhn 1986;Vygotsky, 1978, guided our
iterative decisonsand enabled usto condruct curriculatha capitalize onthe essential

tenets of developmental theory.

In practical terms, we foundtha the mog effective experiences for stimulating aesthetic
development are question-based, give thelearner repeated oppotunity to congruct
meaning from different points of view, take place in an environment that suppots
looking in new and meaningful ways, and are ingired by rich, varied, and carefully

chosn works of art.

Implementing such a curriculum opensa number of oppotunities for theteacher, the
learner, and the subject. Theteacher@role is notso much to impart facts, or manage drill
and practice, butto facilitate thelearner® process of discovery. Theteacher enables
development by creating and managing a suppotive learning environment that
encourages learners to discover new ways to find answersto their own questions to
condruct meaning, to experience, and to reason aboutwhat they see. The act of
congructing meaning cannotbe something taught thelearne mug discover his meaning

on hisown.

Within VUEG curriculum (Housen & Yenawing 20003 2000b,2001b,2002) teachers

encourage student participation and the sharing of each student® current undestanding



by asking carefully designed and sequenced questionsthat have been pared with
carefully selected images. Both questionsand images are targeted to theviewers
guestions interests, and skills based onthar aesthetic stage Students are asked to do
wha they can do. Andthey are chdlenged to do what they areready to do next. Teachers
paaphrase, in anorjudgmental way, each student® contribution, ensuring tha each voice
isheard and undestood. They link ideas, enauring tha the conversations degpen,
encouraging learners to continueto look for and condruct meanings In the course of
talking abouttheimage, learners effectively teach each other, bringing new observations
to light, offering opposng views, and ever widening thediscussion. The carefully
designed, suitable, and sequenced questionsof thislearning environment, pared with
carefully selected images and paraphrased respongs, are critical in the process of

fogering aesthetic growth and critical thinking (Housen, 1992a 1992 2002).

Art affordsan ideal environment for such teaching and learning. It provides an object of
collective attentionN something conarete for a classroomto observe and experience,
provoking thoughs and feelingswhile at the same time generating simultaneousand
distinctive meanings Themore onelooksand discusses images, togeher with well-
cho®n questionsand adept facilitation by ateacher, themore thereisto see, andthe
deeper andricher isthelearning experience. There are many pathways to movethrougha
stage, and each viewer discovers her own way. Well-chosen works of art suppot these
multiple pathways, and well-crafted educationd designscan suppot a multiplicity of
learners as thar thinking develops Togeher, they providethefounddion for lifelong

viewing and learning.
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