
 
1701 Pacific Avenue Tacoma Washington 98402     T.253.272.4258     F.253.627.1898     www.TacomaArtMuseum.org 

Based on the exhibitions What is a Trade? Donald Fels and Signboard Painters of South India, 
September 13, 2008 through January 18, 2009, and Oasis: Western Dreams of the Ottoman Empire 

from the Dahesh Museum of Art, September 20, 2008 through January 4, 2009 

 
 
 

 
 

Donald Fels and his collaborators, Ships Carry Ideas, 2005. Oil enamel on aluminum, 4 × 8 feet. 

 

 
 

Gustav Bauernfeind (German, 1848–1904), Jaffa, Recruiting of Turkish Soldiers in Palestine, 1888. Dahesh Museum of Art, 1999.4. 
© 2008 Dahesh Museum of Art, All Rights Reserved. Photo by Robert Mates. 
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Visions Across Cultures 
Based on the exhibitions What is a Trade? Donald Fels and Signboard Painters of South India, 

September 13, 2008 through January 18, 2009, and Oasis: Western Dreams of the Ottoman Empire from the Dahesh 
Museum of Art, September 20, 2008 through January 4, 2009 

 
School Tour Introduction: 

In the Visions Across Cultures guided school tour, museum educators will lead students in discovering 
what happens when East meets West in a paired set of fall exhibitions examining cultural collisions and the impact 
of global trade. Students will be captivated by the landscapes and portraits created by nineteenth-century Europeans 
depicting their visions of “the Orient,” and by the bright, bold imagery created by contemporary American artist 
Donald Fels in collaboration with South Indian sign painters. These works prompt students to consider stereotyping, 
trade, imperialism, and other issues pertinent to our global community, and inspire students’ own culturally relevant 
creations in the studio.  
 
How to use this Curriculum Guide: 

The pre-visit and post-visit lessons included in this curriculum guide are designed to prepare your students 
for the museum visit and help them to further consider what they’ve learned following their tour. Grade levels are 
suggested for each lesson; however, teachers may adapt the lessons to other grade levels. The curriculum guide 
includes sample images, pre and post-visit lesson plans, and background information to help you integrate the 
museum experience into your classroom curriculum. After your museum visit, use the post-visit exercises included in 
the curriculum guide to reinforce your students’ museum experience and the concepts addressed during the tour. 

 
To ensure a successful and informative museum visit, please be sure to review the confirmation letter you 

received when you booked your school tour. This letter includes museum guidelines to share with students and 
chaperones prior to your school tour to insure a successful museum visit. Your confirmed booking also guarantees you 
one free museum entry prior to your tour so that you may familiarize yourself with the exhibition content and the 
layout of the museum. 
 
On the following pages you will find: 

�  Exhibition Introduction and Images 
�  A Timeline of Some East-West Interactions 
�  Pre- and Post-Visit Lesson Plans with Related EALRs 
�  Visual Art Glossary 
�  Elements of Art and Principles of Organization 
�  Additional Resources 

 
 
Tacoma Art Museum Curriculum Guide lessons are aligned with Washington State Essential Academic Learning Requirements in 

the arts, mathematics, social studies, and other subject areas. 
 

Support for School Tours and Teacher Programs is generously provided by The Tacoma Art Museum Gala proceeds, the 
William W. Kilworth Foundation, the Dimmer Family Foundation, 

and U.S. Bancorp Foundation. 
 

Additional copies of this curriculum guide can be downloaded for free at www.TacomaArtMuseum.org/Educators. A paper copy 
can be purchased for $10 by contacting Teacher@TacomaArtMuseum.org or 253.272.4258 x3038. 
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EXHIBITION INTRODUCTION I 
Oasis: Western Dreams of the Ottoman Empire from the Dahesh Museum of Art 

 
For centuries the West has been fascinated with the East, resulting in a vast body of art and scholarship. The works 
in this exhibition offer an overview of the types of artwork created in the 18th and 19th centuries by European and 
American artists that took the East (known then as the Orient) as their subject. This movement, known as Orientalism, 
is associated specifically with the countries of the former Ottoman Empire, including North Africa, parts of 
southeastern Europe, and the area we now call the Middle East.  
 
Eighteenth-century interest in the Orient focused on the Turkish style and its center in Constantinople, the capital of 
the Ottoman Empire. Interest shifted to Egypt in the 19th century following Napoleon’s 1798 invasion and brief 
occupation of that country. A contingent of artists, scientists, and writers accompanied Napoleon, helping to found 
the modern discipline of Egyptology. This in turn led to an increased interest in the Islamic style and the customs of 
modern Egyptians that lasted well into the 19th century and spread throughout the Western world.  
 
European and American artists perceived and interpreted the realities of Eastern cultures through Western eyes, 
creating a visual tradition that freely commingled fact and fantasy. Images range from straightforward depictions of 
the people and landscapes to those that reduced the Orient to a series of stereotypes. But many of the images reflect 
a respect for these historically rich regions, their varied cultures, the practice of Islam, the architecture, and the 
beauty of their peoples. The works on view illustrate the power these images had, and continue to have, on the 
Western imagination. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: José Tapiró Baró (Spanish, 1830–1913), A Tangerian Beauty, c. 1876. Dahesh Museum of Art, 1995.117. 
Right: Rudolf Ernst (Austrian, 1854–1932), The Letter, 1888. Dahesh Museum of Art, 1995.53. 

© 2008 Dahesh Museum of Art, All Rights Reserved. Photos by Robert Mates. 
 

 
Oasis: Western Dreams of the Ottoman Empire from the Dahesh Museum of Art was organized by the Dahesh Museum 

of Art, New York. All works of art on view are from the collection of the Dahesh Museum of Art unless otherwise noted. 
Local exhibition support provided by Key Foundation—a foundation funded by KeyBank and The News Tribune.
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EXHIBITION INTRODUCTION II 
What Is a Trade? Donald Fels and Signboard Painters of South India 

 
Northwest artist Donald Fels has been creating artwork about the links between trade and culture for almost two 
decades. This project began with Fels’s interest in Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama’s 1498 voyage to Malabar 
(now Kerala) in South India in search of a direct sea route for the spice trade. As his understanding grew, Fels 
realized that the project would need to broaden to encompass a number of interrelated contemporary issues. Fels 
employed Vasco’s legacy as a rich and complex lens through which to explore the historical and contemporary effects 
of trade, globalization, and cultural exchange between the East and the West.  
 
In 2005, Fels traveled to Kerala as a Senior Research Scholar of the Fulbright Program where he worked with four 
commercial sign painters on a series of large-scale enamel-on-metal paintings about Vasco da Gama. The 
collaborators were Kalapuraikal Abu Mohdyousuf, Palliparambil Mohemmed ali Noufal, Payyapiddi Devalia Paul, and 
Nedumpurathittayid Kumaran Raju. These artists are known professionally and informally as Jiju, Surya, Paul, and 
Raju. Most of the painters had formerly worked as billboard painters—until recently, all billboards in India were 
hand-painted, but digital technology has rapidly replaced this trade. Today they are able to find work painting only 
smaller signboards for businesses and homes. 
 
Fels and his collaborators created paintings mixing a variety of Indian sources and influences, including traditional 
hand-painted billboards, advertising spectaculars for Bollywood films, and newspaper photos. Fels provided ideas, 
sketches, and photographs as conceptual starting points but encouraged the painters to alter the imagery and 
formulate their own interpretations. The collaborative and improvisational nature of this project challenges traditional 
Western understandings of artistic production and provided a forum for cultural exchange. 
 
The exhibition title was inspired by one of the paintings created by Fels and his collaborators. The question “what is 
a trade?” led Fels to further inquiry: “If it’s an exchange, on what basis does the swap take place? What can be 
expected by each party to the transaction? What differentiates a trade from a trade-off? Who determines the 
conditions of the trade? Is an exchange leveraged by force or unfair advantage a trade?” Fels and his collaborators do 
not provide easy answers. Invoking multiple perspectives that range simultaneously from economic to cultural and 
political, and from historic to contemporary, their works examine the changing definition of global trade and its 
impact on all nations and people. 

 
Left: Donald Fels and his 
collaborators, Surya Paints, 
2005. Oil enamel on 
aluminum, 8 × 4 feet. 
Right: Donald Fels and his 
collaborators, Appetite, 
2005. Oil enamel on 
aluminum, 8 × 12 feet. 
 
Courtesy of the artists and 
Davidson Galleries, 
Seattle, Washington. 
 

 
 

What Is a Trade? Donald Fels and Signboard Painters of South India was organized by 
Tacoma Art Museum. Exhibition support provided by Port of Tacoma and members of Tacoma 

Art Museum’s Patron Circle. 
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Visions Across Cultures 
 

TIMELINE: SOME HIGHLIGHTS OF EAST-WEST INTERACTIONS 
 
This timeline is only partial. Are there additional historical moments your class would add? Are there any you would 
take away, or rephrase? 
 
138 BCE Chinese emperor Wudi opens the Silk Road, a trade route stretching from the northeast coast of 

China all the way to Alexandria, Egypt. The Silk Road circulates goods, knowledge, people, and 
ideas between East and West. When the Silk Road disappears in the 1600s, Europe is forced to 
“discover” the East all by itself. 

 
24 BCE Augustus Caesar sends an army to capture Aden, in Yemen. Thereafter the Romans open sea 

routes to India, where they could buy Chinese silk. An Indian delegation had visited Augustus the 
year before. 

 
166 Envoys of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius arrive in China by sea, presenting ivory, a 

rhinoceros horn, and a hawksbill turtle to the Chinese emperor. The court agrees that the two great 
powers should establish official diplomatic and trading relations. 

 
965-1072 Muslim conquest and rule of Sicily.  
 
1095 Byzantine Emperor Alexius I asks Roman Catholic Pope Urban II for help in defeating the Muslim 

Ottoman Empire. This results in the Crusades, which last until the end of the 13th century. 
 
1100s The Western World gains access to Arabic texts, especially those of the Islamic Golden Age. 

Translators in search of new knowledge come upon medical, astrological, and philosophical books 
as well as volumes from Euclid and Plato.  

 
1246 Italian Giovanni da Pian del Carpine visits the court of Kublai Khan in China as part of a diplomatic 

mission between the Roman Catholic Church and the Mongol Empire. The Mongol emperor refuses 
the invitation to become Christian.  

 
1492 The Spanish Reconquista (“reconquest” of Muslim states) comes to an end when the combined 

forces of Catholic Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand defeat the last Islamic forces in Granada, 
southern Spain. 

 
1498 Vasco de Gama lands in Calcutta, India and, on behalf of Portugal, begins taking over the spice 

trade from Muslim traders by force. 
 
1557 Portuguese traders begin officially sanctioned trade relations with China, settling in Macau, on the 

Southern Chinese coast. 
 
1571 The Spanish open a trading port in Manila, Philippines, launching a long-lasting trade relationship 

between the two countries. 
 
1599  A Dutch convoy returns home with 600,000 pounds of spices and other East Indian products. 
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1658-1668 Japan trades with Holland and China; among the commodities traded are Japanese ukiyo-e 
woodblock prints. Their ports are closed to all except the Dutch and Chinese because Japan fears 
the spread of Christianity. 

 
1772 The British East India Company establishes its capital in Calcutta and begins to expand its rule into 

the subcontinent. Trade flourishes between the colonizers and the colonized.  
 
1798 Napoleon embarks for Egypt, intending to colonize it on behalf of the French Empire. He is soon 

defeated by the British Navy; abandons 30,000 of his men in retreat. 
 
1800s  Traders from Salem, Massachusetts, establish a trading relationship with Sumatra. 
 
1850s Avant-garde European artists, members of the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist movements, 

look to Japanese woodblock prints for inspiration and a rethinking of artistic composition. 
Prominent members of this group are Manet, Monet, and Toulouse-Lautrec. 

 
1854 Commodore Perry of the American Navy opens Japan to the outside world. Shortly after, in 1860, 

the first Japanese delegation to a foreign country arrives in San Francisco, California. 
 
1882-1943 The United States government’s Chinese Exclusion Act suspends all immigration from China.  
 
1947 India becomes independent of the British Empire. The Muslim state of Pakistan is also declared 

autonomous from British rule. 
 
1991  India opens its markets to multinational corporations. 
 
1997 Britain hands over Hong Kong to the Republic of China, symbolically ending the reign of the British 

Empire. 
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Visions Across Cultures 
 
PRE-VISIT: PREPARING FOR YOUR MUSEUM TRIP 
SUGGESTED GRADES: 4th and up  
 
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS   
�  What do we mean by the term “culture”? What are some differences between an “insider” and “outsider” 

perspective on a given culture? 
�  How does trade affect culture? More broadly, how does it affect people? 
 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION 
These suggested pre-visit activities provide a variety of entry points to inform students’ experiences of the two 
exhibitions they will view in the school tour Visions Across Cultures. 
 
Prior to their visit, these activities may help students: 1. Learn more about the histories of the cultural groups 
depicted, 2. Examine the idea of culture, and how our interpretations of a culture depend upon the perspective from 
which we view it, and 3. Think about what we can find out from art that may be different from the information we 
read in books, or get from other sources. 
 

 

 
Donald Fels and his collaborators, First Sight, 2005. Oil enamel on aluminum, 8 × 12 feet. Courtesy of the artists and Davidson 
Galleries, Seattle, Washington. 
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PRE-VISIT LESSON IDEAS  
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND:    
What do students know about colonialism, trade, and the specific historical interactions they’ll see depicted when 
they visit the museum? To help inform their knowledge: 
�  Use the Timeline on pages 5-6 of this guide as a reference to learn more about some pertinent East-West 

interactions. For older students, you may want to try to create your own timeline, or add to this one. 
�  Use the resources outlined at the end of this guide, along with other available resources, for individual or group 

reading and research projects and presentations. Give each group a different topic – “The Pepper Trade in India,” 
“The Reign of the Ottoman Empire,” etc. – and let students teach each other! 

�  Draw parallels from historical interactions about which students have greater knowledge. The changing views on 
Vasco de Gama’s conquest of India, for instance, have a lot in common with the changing ways Christopher 
Columbus’s conquest of America has been viewed. 

 
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES:   
Nineteenth-century Europeans loved to depict the “decadent,” “exotic” cultures of the East. This movement, as 
described in greater depth on page 3 of this guide, is referred to as Orientalism because it strove to illustrate what 
were then known as “Oriental,” or Eastern, societies, particularly those that were part of what was then the Ottoman 
Empire. Often, we view the customs or clothing of another group of people as exotic or strange, simply because it is 
different from our own. How can we help students understand that no one culture is any more or less strange than 
any other? How about by taking an outsider look at our own? 
�  First, be sure everyone in the class is starting with an appropriate definition of culture. There are a number of 

definitions; for instance, from Merriam-Webster: “the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and 
behavior that depends upon the capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations;” or 
“the customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group;” or “the 
characteristic features of everyday existence shared by people in a place or time.” One important component of 
any definition of culture is that culture is learned, not innate or genetic. 

�  Read, aloud or independently, all or part of Horace Miner’s “Body Ritual among the Nacirema.” (See references 
at the end of this guide; an internet search will turn up a number of free versions of the text online.) This article 
describes the customs of a tribe of people called the Nacirema. However, on closer inspection the reader comes 
to recognize that these unusual customs actually sound… strangely familiar. Who are these curious Nacireman 
people? (Big hint: What does Nacirema spell backwards?) For younger students, you may want to choose just 
one recognizable paragraph to read aloud; for instance, that describing the “mouth-rite” (or, as will hopefully 
become evident, tooth-brushing). Ask: What culture (or group of people) is this article describing? What does this 
tell you about our own cultural practices? What can it tell us about how we should look at any other culture? 

�  Another great book examining the foibles of anthropology (or, the study of people and their cultures) is David 
Macaulay’s Motel of the Mysteries. Like “Body Ritual among the Nacirema,” this book takes an outsider 
perspective on American culture, following a group of scientists in the future as they unearth the remains of our 
civilization in a buried motel. Students will especially enjoy the fabulous, humorous illustrations representing the 
scientists’ interpretations – such as the use of a motel toilet seat as a sacred, ceremonial headdress. 

�  Once students develop a grasp of these concepts, ask them to become “cultural researchers” themselves. 
Choose an element of American culture – e.g. an item like a cell phone, a tradition like a birthday party, an 
article of clothing like jeans – and try to look at it as someone unfamiliar with it might. How might someone who 
had never heard of or experienced that item view it? Students can write up their descriptions and ask others to 
guess what their item is, or can illustrate their cultural research a la Orientalist artists. 
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PRE-VISIT LESSON IDEAS CONTINUED  
 
READING HISTORY THROUGH ART:   
Art can be a great way to learn about history: it can give us an idea of what a particular time or place felt like, as well 
as how the artist felt about it. 
�  Use the images included in this guide, or choose some from one of the resources outlined at the end of this 

guide. Looking closely at the image, can students find any clues that tell them what time or place they are 
seeing? Is a particular historical event depicted? If so, who is depicting it, and who are the people involved in the 
event? Can you tell anything about what the artist thinks of the people and events depicted? 

�  History depends upon who is telling it, and we all see things a little differently. Choose a person, place, or 
historical event, provide a variety of art materials, and ask each student to depict the agreed-upon theme. No 
looking! Once everyone is done, share your artwork. How are they different? How are they the same? What can 
each one tell you about the artist, as well as about the theme? 
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Visions Across Cultures 
 
POST-VISIT: CONTINUING TO EXPAND YOUR KNOWLEDGE 
SUGGESTED GRADES: 4th and up 
 
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS   
�  How are we all affected by our modern, global society? 
�  How is the history of colonialism and global trade relevant to us today? 
 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION 
These suggested post-visit activities offer opportunities for students to examine, in a more in-depth way, some of the 
issues they learned about in the school tour Visions Across Cultures. 
 
POST-VISIT LESSON IDEAS   
A WORLD OF TRADE:    
Donald Fels and his collaborators examine some of the ways India has been impacted by trade over the years, from 
Vasco de Gama’s conquest of the pepper trade to modern computers’ conquest of traditional signboard painters’ 
livelihoods. How are we affected by trade every day, and what kinds of cultural exchanges are we having without 
even knowing it? 
�  The clothes we wear on any given day may be heavily traveled before they reach us. Have each student look at 

all the tags on his or her clothes, discovering where each item was made, and of what. Use this information to 
create a class chart or other visual representation that will allow you to see where your clothing is coming from. 

�  Choose a common, “American” product, such as a bag of M&Ms. What are the origins of all the components 
that go into making this product? Students can divide into teams or work individually to research a particular 
piece of the puzzle: where and how each ingredient (sugar, cocoa, colored dyes, etc.) and each packaging 
element (paper/plastic wrappers) becomes a part of the product. They can then create a visual presentation, or 
even an ad or signboard, that depicts their piece of the puzzle. How do all these pieces come together? How 
many pieces are there, and from how many places in the world, for one bag of M&Ms? 

�  It will be clear from these activities that we are part of a very global society. Have a discussion or develop a 
writing or art project around questions such as: What do you think it would be like to live in a time and place 
where we didn’t have such easy access to anything we wanted, and where certain items could only be had in 
one or a few specific places? Can you imagine what life was like for South Indians in Malabar when it was the 
one place in the whole world that black peppercorns grew? Can you think of any places in our modern world that 
have unique access to a product? (For instance, New Yorkers would argue that their city is the only place you can 
experience “real New York” bagels or pizza; the African Savanna remains the one best place to observe animals 
like giraffes, lions, etc. in the wild…) 

 
CURIOSITY CABINET:   
The very institution of museums started with Europeans’ creations of “cabinets of curiosity” to show off their “exotic” 
souvenirs from faraway places and cultures. What would constitute a modern curiosity cabinet? 
�  Use collage techniques to let students, individually or in teams, create their own curiosity cabinets on paper. 

Some good materials to have on hand include magazines, newspapers, fabrics or paper with interesting textures 
and patterns, thin cardboard, sequins or glitter, and even small three-dimensional items. Students may wish to 
think about interesting items from other places they’ve visited, perhaps even adding in some real souvenirs from 
travels they’ve made (whether far away or more local). 

�  Alternately, the class could collaboratively curate a real curiosity cabinet, with real items, in the classroom. You 
will want to decide whether you’d like to represent curiosities from our own American culture, or from others. 
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Visions Across Cultures: 
Meeting Essential Academic Learning Requirements 

 
ARTS EALRS  
1. The student understands and applies arts knowledge and skills. 

1.1 Understand arts concepts and vocabulary  
1.2 Develop arts skills and techniques  
1.3 Understand and apply arts styles from various artists, cultures and times  

2. The student demonstrates thinking skills using artistic processes. 
2.1 Apply a creative process in the arts 
2.3 Apply a responding process to an arts presentation 

3. The student communicates through the arts. 
3.1 Use the arts to express and present ideas and feelings  
3.2 Use the arts to communicate for a specific purpose 

4. The student makes connections within and across the arts to other disciplines, life, cultures, and work. 
4.1 Demonstrate and analyze the connections among the arts disciplines  
4.2 Demonstrate and analyze the connections between the arts and other content areas  
4.4 Understand that the arts shape and reflect culture and history 

 
OTHER EALRS   
Social Studies EALR 2: ECONOMICS - The student applies understanding of economic concepts and systems to 
analyze decision-making and the interactions between individuals, households, businesses, governments, and 
societies. 

Component 2.4: Understands the economic issues and problems that all societies face. 
 

Social Studies EALR 3: GEOGRAPHY - The student uses a spatial perspective to make reasoned decisions by applying 
the concepts of location, region, and movement and demonstrating knowledge of how geographic features and 
human cultures impact environments. 

Component 3.3: Understands the geographic context of global issues and events. 
 

Social Studies EALR 4: HISTORY - The student understands and applies knowledge of historical thinking, chronology, 
eras, turning points, major ideas, individuals, and themes of local, Washington State, tribal, United States, and world 
history in order to evaluate how history shapes the present and future. 

Component 4.1: Understands historical chronology. 
Component 4.2: Understands and analyzes causal factors that have shaped major events in history. 
Component 4.3: Understands that there are multiple perspectives and interpretations of historical events. 
Component 4.4: Uses history to understand the present and plan for the future. 
 

Social Studies EALR 5: SOCIAL STUDIES SKILLS - The student understands and applies reasoning skills to conduct 
research, deliberate, form, and evaluate positions through the processes of reading, writing, and communicating. 

Component 5.1: Uses critical reasoning skills to analyze and evaluate positions.   
Component 5.2: Uses inquiry-based research.   
Component 5.3: Deliberates public issues. 
Component 5.4: Creates a product that uses social studies content to support a thesis and presents the 
product in an appropriate manner to a meaningful audience. 
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Communication EALRs 
1. The student uses listening and observation skills and strategies to gain understanding. 
 1.1 Uses listening and observation skills and strategies to focus attention and interpret information. 

1.2 Understands, analyzes, synthesizes, or evaluates information from a variety of sources. 
2. The student uses communication skills and strategies to interact/work effectively with others. 

2.1. Uses language to interact effectively and responsibly in a multicultural context. 
2.2. Uses interpersonal skills and strategies in a multicultural context to work collaboratively, solve 
problems, and perform tasks. 
2.3. Uses skills and strategies to communicate interculturally. 

3. The student uses communication skills and strategies to present ideas and one’s self in a variety of situations. 
3.1. Uses knowledge of topic/theme, audience, and purpose to plan presentations. 
3.2. Uses media and other resources to support presentations. 
3.3. Uses effective delivery. 

 
Reading EALRs 
1. The student understands and uses different skills and strategies to read. 

1.1. Use word recognition and word meaning skills to read and comprehend text. 
1.2. Use vocabulary (word meaning) strategies to comprehend text. 
1.3. Build vocabulary through wide reading. 
1.4. Apply word recognition skills and strategies to read fluently. 

2. The student understands the meaning of what is read.  
2.1. Demonstrate evidence of reading comprehension. 
2.2. Understand and apply knowledge of text components to comprehend text. 
2.3. Expand comprehension by analyzing, interpreting, and synthesizing information and ideas in literacy and 
informational text. 

3. The student reads different materials for a variety of purposes. 
3.1. Read to learn new information. 
3.2. Read to perform a task. 
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Visual Art Glossary 
 

ELEMENTS 

The visual arts elements are the basic components that make up a work of art: 

Color – The visible range of reflected light.  Color has three properties – hue, value, and intensity. 

Form – A three-dimensional object that has length, width, and depth.  

Line – The one-dimensional path of a dot through space used by artists to control the viewer’s eye movement; a 
mark made by a pencil, pen, or brush. 

Shape – A closed space made when a line connects to itself. 

Space – The area above, below, around, and within a piece of artwork.  The illusion of depth or space on a flat 
surface is created through the use of the following techniques: overlapping shapes and forms, use of size, detail, 
value, color, and linear perspective. 

Texture – How something feels (actual) or appears to feel (visual/implied). 

Value – The lightness and darkness of a line, shape, or form. 

 

PRINCIPLES OF ORGANIZATION 

The principles of organization of visual arts are a means of organizing the elements in a work of art: 

Balance – The arrangement of elements that makes individual parts of a composition appear equally important.  
Balance is an arrangement of the elements to create an equal distribution of visual weight throughout the format or 
composition.  If a composition appears top or bottom heavy and/or anchored with weight to one side, it is not visually 
balanced. 

Contrast – A technique in an artwork which shows differences in art elements such as smooth/rough textures, 
light/dark colors, or thick/thin lines. 

Emphasis/Dominance – A suggestion that one element is more important than the others in the same composition; 
color, texture, shape, space, and size can be used to create importance.  

Harmony – The creation of unity through the use of stressing similarities of separate but related parts of the 
artwork. 

Proportion – The relationship of parts to a whole or parts to one another, referring to size and placement. 

Rhythm – The use of repeated arts elements to create movement in an artwork; random, regular, alternating, flowing 
progressive. 

Unity – A successful combination of arts elements to create a sense of wholeness and visual completion in an 
artwork. 

Variety – The use of art elements to create differences in an artwork for visual interest. 

 
 

Definitions adapted from the Tacoma Public Schools Visual Arts Curriculum Glossary and the Office of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Visual Arts Glossary.
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Visions Across Cultures 
 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 

Visual Art Resources: 

Washington States Arts Essential Academic Learning Requirements (EALRs) 
http://www.k12.wa.us/curriculumInstruct/Arts/EALRs/EALRs.aspx 

Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction Visual Arts Glossary, 
http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/WASL/Arts/pubdocs/VisualArtsGlossary.doc 

Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS): A student-centered, research-based curriculum that uses art to foster students’ 
capacities to observe, think, listen, and communicate, http://www.vue.org/whatisvts.html 

 

Additional Educator Resources Referenced in Creating this Guide: 

Fuwei, Shen. Cultural flow between China and the Outside World. 

Macaulay, David. Motel of the Mysteries. 

Magalhães, Joaquim Romero. The Portuguese in the 16th Century. 

Miner, Horace. "Body Ritual among the Nacirema," American Anthropologist 58 (1956): 503-507. 

Von der Porten, Edward. Manila Galleon Porcelains on the American West Coast. 

Webber, Lucille R. Japanese Woodblock Prints: The Reciprocal Influence Between East and West. 

Whitford, Frank. Japanese Prints and Western Painters, by Frank. 

 

Exhibition Information and Catalogues 

Bell, Greg, Donald Fels, and Samuel K. Parker. What is a Trade? Donald Fels and Signboard Painters of South India. 
Tacoma Art Museum Northwest Perspectives Series. 

Small, Lisa and J. David Farmer. A Distant Muse: Orientalist Works from the Dahesh Museum of Art. Dahesh Museum of 
Art, New York. 


