Making the Most of the Methodist Modern 

Art Collection
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Preface

The purpose of this leaflet is to provide organisers of exhibitions of MMAC with some ideas to help them to make the most of the event.  Visiting an art exhibition – particularly a modern art exhibition – is not part of normal experience for many people.

Introduction

It is possible to respond to a work of art in many ways: with delight or anger, with satisfaction or incomprehension. The response may be within the viewer.  It may be capable of outward expression.  It may be emotional or intellectual or both.

An exhibition of the Collection offers people the opportunity to:

· ask questions

· look and see rather than merely glance

· be open to new ideas and interpretations

· move on in the journey of understanding

The suggestions can be adopted by, or adapted to, people of any age.

Children’s workshops may be good but adult or all age workshops may be better!

The following resources are available:
· The Methodist Church Collection of Modern Christian Art: an Introduction. This is a 56 page booklet with all the works illustrated in colour. For each work there is the relevant biblical passage, description of the work and something about the artist’s religious approach.

· The Catalogue of the Methodist Church Collection of Modern Christian Art.  This 177 page book expands on the text used in the above publication. It provides much information on the individual artists and on the history of the Collection.

· Another helpful item is Creative Spirit, a resource for worship and discussion based on the Collection. It includes an interactive DVD, CD and study booklet. This is priced at £9.99 and is also available from Methodist Publishing. A complimentary copy is sent to exhibition organisers. 

· Various postcards of works from the Collection.

· A video illustrating an exhibition of the Collection at the Maltings in Farnham in 1993. There is a commentary on some of the works by the late Dr John Morel Gibbs.

· A manuscript critique of the collection in both theological and artistic terms by the artist and teacher Francis Hoyland.
People and Pictures

‘I was a bit nervous as we entered the gallery as I’d never been to a gallery before and didn’t really know how to behave, or act, so I just tried to be natural, as I thought everyone must react in their own way, there wasn’t a right or wrong way to go about it!’

As this quotation from an account by a twelve year old student in a school group indicates, some people may well feel ill at ease on entering an art exhibition. The following approaches may prove helpful:

· Encourage the participants to relax and to take things at their own pace. 

      Here is another twelve year old:

‘To start off with we all had a quiet look around,

       studying the pictures and deciding which ones      

we liked best.  I enjoyed doing this because it

      gave me a chance to have a proper look at the paintings’

· Suggest that they sit down in front of one or two

      of the works and write down immediate reactions , 

      favourable or otherwise. 

      Single words may be enough! 

     Then they could draw part of it or sketch in the whole 

(See Appendix A). 

Possible Group Approaches to Individual Works.

People can be encouraged to explore the works and their significance in many ways: through Art (Appendix A), Dance, Discussion (Appendix B), Drama (Appendix C for one  useful technique), Music, Creative Writing etc. Below you will find ideas in relation to a few of the pictures.
Cain and Abel     by John Reilly

[image: image2.jpg]



DRAMA
Prepare a duologue or monologue, initially by looking at the picture and taking the illustrations of the characters as the starting point.  Look at the Biblical text to reinforce, modify or discard ideas.

Work on a drama, setting the story in the 21st century.  Will the brothers be in the fields or elsewhere?   

DANCE
Group movement echoing the shapes in the picture. The Abel group working in the light, perpendicular plane and the Cain group heavy, thrusting and curled.
WRITING
Write a soliloquy for each character.  What is going on inside? 

Write a prayer of confession focussing on our jealousy and unwillingness to forgive and love.

DISCUSSION
Focus on the fundamental issues around sibling rivalry and relate them to what the Christian response might be.  Raise issues of family problems and conflict resolution.

MUSIC
Use instruments and voice to improvise the sort of sounds which would go with the situation.  Find a piece of music which seems to have the appropriate moods within it.

This meditation was written by the Rev Graham Kent:
With all the access to information and communication at our disposal we can feel part of a small world.  Everywhere is within reach of our understanding and compassion.  But where there is fear, ignorance, idleness and small-mindedness the very reverse can occur.  We can create small worlds for ourselves and our kith and kin.  The results then are tragic, even fatal.

The Cain and Abel story in the Scriptures is partly about this.  The painting explores and interprets this to us very well.  Like all good pictures it uses its layout, colours, design and details to help us look and think for ourselves about its meaning.

A slim, pale Abel, with obvious assurance, basks in the blessing of his achievements and, he believes, God given prosperity. He ignores his bushy, darker brother's situation - and hostility.  Cain struggles in his fenced plot. Who put up the fences ? Cain's grip on his spade and the very shape of the land suggest potential weapons.  Like a mediaeval manuscript the labours of the seasons are illustrated, representing the craft and the cause of division.

The roots of trouble are there - and here - for us to see if we will.  Choices made, traditions created, histories interpreted, all grow from differences between us, mixed with a belief that we need our particular world to be protected.

 If we can get power and theology to bolster our racism and our right to property, the brew is potent and it is easy to pretend that we live in a small world.  If such a picture is ours it is not righteous; a small, enclosed world can mean sin.’

Obedient unto death   by Georges Rouault
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Drawing of the Rouault print by 12 year old  student
ART
Look closely at the aquatint. Sit in front of it and draw all or part of it.  Work on shading techniques and consider why the artist chose to draw only part of the body.  Does the fact that only a small portion of the arms is illustrated give the painting more or less impact?

                       DANCE
            Create a group dance focusing on the anguish and pain and any 

other emotions recognised in the work.  Use twisted downward   

                movements together with an upward reaching aspect.

WRITING
Write your thoughts as you look at this picture.

‘Let the same mind be in you.’  Write a prayer from Christ’s      

                                       viewpoint. 
DISCUSSION
Elicit responses to the painting and to the Crucifixion.  Would this painting help Christians talk about the Crucifixion to those who do not share their faith? 

MUSIC
Find a piece of music that complements the theme of the work.
This poem was written while the Collection was on show at the University of Brighton in 2001.

Walking past a Rouault painting

You see it's black and white, at first, that's all;

almost stroll on, but something not quite right 

harnesses you back to look again.

And gradually your eyes accustom

to the dimness of things left out,

begin to see how everything's subjected

to a single theme.

No crown of thorns,

no 'INRI’ death notice, or spear-thrust in the side. 

No hands or feet nailed to a cross. Colour distracts, 

so colour goes. The face 

expressionless. Every calculated detail 

induces the old communion phrase, 

"The body of Christ."

Now you can see how unnatural

the body is, even for a death. Split up

by thick black lines, the oddly angled head 

is isolated from the neck 's white turret; 

that black surround marks off a shoulder 

from its arm, the chest two separate sections .....

Why paint it so disjointed, dislocated 

almost? The torso, half a dozen parts, 

recalls his echo, irresistibly;

"This is my body, broken for you."

Selwyn Veater.                                                                     


The Elements of Holy Communion    by Jacques Iselin
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  ART
Think about the colour used in this work.  Has it any special significance?  Might a different colour be used for this subject?  Think about the symbolism expressed, does it resonate with people today?  Work on the same theme, possibly in an abstract style.

 DANCE
Try to interpret the elements of the Holy Communion in movement.  The breaking of the bread  could be carried out by a group which divides and sub-divides whilst keeping the same basic movement. The ‘pouring of the wine’ group could have more fluid movements, maybe surrounding the bread group and finally becoming incorporated into the people, the body of Christ, the Church. 

 WRITING
Write prayers for communion.  Meditate on the elements, what they represent and therefore what they mean to the Christian believer and to people in general.  

 DISCUSSION
Talk about the centrality or otherwise of communion to your Christian tradition.  Think about why this may be so.


Think about the different names used for Communion, what they mean, how helpful or otherwise are they for an understanding of the Christian faith.

 MUSIC
Using voice or instrument, work on sounds which give the qualities you see in this picture.


Find music you would consider suitable to be played during the administration of communion  or while viewing this painting.

Group approaches to themes or features that occur in a number of works.

Take a theme and follow it through in a number of works as a useful means of encouraging people to discover more about what they see.

 
Hands and Gestures
 
Raise awareness of the use of hands in the chosen works.  People can be encouraged to look closely and make their own drawing of the gestures that appeal to them.  Many of the artists featured in the Collection depict hands, both of Jesus and others, in a deliberate way designed to enhance the meaning of the works.
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Drawing by 12 year old  student

Faces and Expressions

Nobody knows what Jesus looked like but  most people have, nonetheless, formed their own mental picture.  Where does it come from?

 
Do any of the portrayals resonate with you?  Make a response through music, poetry, art, or prayer. 

Do any of the people in the works enable insight into the relationships between human beings and Jesus Christ?  Look at different pictures of the crucifixion.  What is being communicated through the facial expressions of the onlookers?

APPENDIX A     Art Techniques

A line drawing with a pencil can be a good way to explore the composition of a work of art.  People can often get bogged down trying to fill in shapes whether through the use of colour or shading.  The use of collage can also be a helpful aid to interpretation.  Tearing the paper can be tricky but the very clumsiness of collage prevents one from trying to copy the detail of the work. 

APPENDIX B     Discussion

An interview technique can be a good way to investigate works of art.  The interviewer should try to ask probing questions and to pick up and respond to the answers as they are given.  Then the roles can be reversed – either for the same work of art or another one.  The listeners can take notes and then contribute to a general discussion.

 
APPENDIX C Drama: Riding Lights ‘Roughshod’ method for interpreting a Bible Story
Groups of 5-7.  Choose passage or story  (in this case relating to the chosen picture).

Discuss which three aspects are the key points for the group  (these need not be the immediately obvious events).  One person is the reader.  The rest of group work on the chosen three scenes to form a tableau which should be static but give a sense of action.

The reader reads the passage and stops at the appropriate moment for the tableau to group and remain still for one minute.  The reader then continues to the end of the selected passage.

When working with more than one group, the onlookers are asked to close their eyes to listen to the reading and open them only when each tableau is in place. 

This can be a very effective tool for Bible study with a group and can be very challenging for those watching.

Acknowledgement: Permission has been obtained from Heath End School, Farnham for use of the photographs of students that appear in this leaflet.
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